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Introduction 

The Inquirers and Their Questions 

SiBEL BoRAN 

University of Wisconsin Oshkosh 

Barbara Comber 
University of South Australia 



P rogressive movements in education, including whole language 
and inquiry, have reached a point where they must interro- 
gate their own claims about and effects on the educational out- 
comes of diverse groups of students. It is no longer enough to 
assert a radical politics in comparison with proponents of trans- 
mission models of teaching. If these theories and associated forms 
of practice are to remain powerful and credible for educators, we 
must address their limitations and, where necessary, reinvent them 
in order to be able to demonstrate real learning improvements 
for socioeconomically and culturally diverse young people. This 
volume offers a critical reexamination of “inquiry” and “whole 
language” as tools for rethinking literacy, schooling, and human- 
istic citizenship in the complexities of today’s multicultural world. 
We ask: What constitutes inquiry? What should young people 
inquire about in school? How can teachers assist young people 
to become critical inquirers? We examine the cultural politics of 
inquiry within global contexts of increasingly multicultural, En- 
glish-speaking, postindustrial nations. In this volume, we explore 
the political implications of literacy theories and practices by ask- 
ing: What kinds of inquiries promote or hinder the acquisition of 
literacies as tools for envisioning, critically exploring, and recon- 
structing knowledge and societies that are socially just? 
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We believe there is no apolitical inquiry nor neutral literacy. 
Messages about the world conveyed through literacy — by teach- 
ers, students, parents, administrators, texts, including today’s tech- 
nological media, and other social agents — are not natural but 
politically and culturally embedded phenomena. The ways in 
which students learn to access and examine messages about the 
world produce citizens with different forms of political aware- 
ness and critical resources. Inquiry practices are not innate, natu- 
ral, or constructed in a social vacuum. They are acquired in ways 
that relate to dominant views of what counts as knowledge. Al- 
though inquiry is political, it does not necessarily lead to action, 
justice, or transformation. Young people need to learn that in- 
quiry is not an end in itself but a process of connecting learning 
with social goals. 

In Critiquing Whole Language and Classroom Inquiry, promi- 
nent whole language scholars, advocates of inquiry, and educa- 
tors developing critical literacies reexamine the cultural politics 
of “inquiry” from three perspectives: 

♦ whole language philosophy 

♦ critical literacy 

♦ multicultural global education theories 

The contributors explore how particular theories may or may 
not contribute to politicized inquiry experiences in classrooms. 
Again, inquiry is not politically free. Rather, seemingly demo- 
cratic models of classroom inquiry can incorporate hidden 
neotransmission models of learning. Inquiry approaches which 
purport to allow many voices to be heard but which ultimately 
protect some voices should be challenged. Natural developmen- 
tal models of literacy and inquiry, while claiming to take stu- 
dents’ interests into account, can sometimes camouflage 
conservative agendas. Questions need to be raised about what 
students should be immersed in; the extent to which natural de- 
velopment assumes a white middle-class natural developer; and 
what kinds of inquirers classrooms, libraries, and textbooks con- 
struct. We argue that inquiry approaches to learning need to in- 
corporate a range of social and cultural practices which assist 
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students to question the truths of texts, to ask different questions 
about texts, and indeed to seek out conflicting texts. Students 
need to learn that inquiry is not simply finding right answers to 
old and familiar questions, but that the questions themselves and 
the sources investigated must also be subject to interrogation. 
There is nothing intrinsically empowering about asking questions. 
The act of questioning may be just that if students cannot raise 
questions that count — questions about relations of power; about 
how knowledge is made and by whom; about historical, contem- 
porary, social, and cultural practices. The object of critical in- 
quiry is not to apportion blame for injustices, nor to identify 
victims of previous regimes, nor to romanticize earlier cultures, 
nor to find out the truth, but instead to assist young people to 
acquire the discursive and intellectual resources to conduct analy- 
ses about important questions and dynamic situations of relevance 
to everyday life. 

Thus, the contributors to this book examine what it means 
to politicize inquiry. They consider how the belief systems under- 
lying our literacy practices play a significant role in shaping the 
kinds of citizens we produce in educational institutions. Because 
students spend considerable time in our classrooms, educators 
possess at least some power to affect students’ worldviews. De- 
spite pressures on teachers to fulfill district-, school-, or state- 
mandated curriculum standards, the contributors show that there 
is space for politicizing our inquiry and literacy practices and call 
for further conversation and research. 

Critiquing Whole Language and Classroom Inquiry ques- 
tions the claims for universal or natural inquiry processes and 
calls for suspicion of literacy practices that sanitize curricula, 
exploring how we might politicize inquiry in English, English as 
a second language, and bilingual education classes in elementary 
and secondary schools. The book considers the potential of lit- 
eracy curricula to provide educational access for culturally di- 
verse populations and how multicultural global perspectives 
prepare young people to view and act in and on the world from 
politically ethical perspectives. And it argues that we need to move 
beyond politically correct questions in classroom inquiries. 

In the opening chapter, Jerome Harste, an advocate of inquiry 
approaches for well over a decade, reexamines the territory and 
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explains what constitutes inquiry as an orientation to education. 
He argues that such an approach means that reading and writing 
can be thought of less as identifiable skills than as meaning-mak- 
ing practices for getting things done in the world. By this ac- 
count, inquiry is not a time slot on the curriculum but a process 
of developing a problem-solving, question-asking attitude and 
the associated investigatory practices across disciplines, modes, 
and media. Such an approach relies not on the lone curious indi- 
vidual but on a classroom collective pooling its research from 
across subject areas and in different modes. Further, Harste makes 
the case that while we may have learned to accept children’s home 
literacies, we have not yet learnt to respect them. He goes on to 
outline the similarities and differences between an inquiry ap- 
proach and Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences, and offers 
some advice about how to avoid inhibiting inquiry in the class- 
room. Ultimately, Harste’s approach emphasises the need for 
children to learn how to learn and for them to assemble new and 
multimodal resources in order to solve the problems of tomor- 
row — in other words, to learn ‘‘how to be a good inquirer.” Such 
a rethinking of the object of education, as Harste discusses, re- 
quires a radical rethinking of evaluation methods. 

Kathy Short and Carolyn Burke explore similar themes by 
asking whether inquiry approaches are just “a different term for 
theme units” or whether what is going on in classrooms repre- 
sents a paradigmatic shift in curriculum design and practice. 
Through a discussion of several stories of literacy practices, they 
consider whether changes in espoused beliefs are really leading 
to significant changes in the things that count, such as students’ 
intellectual resources and teachers’ relations with parents, or 
whether the changes remain superficial. Following a critical re- 
flection of their own practices in designing and enacting curricula, 
they offer a model of curriculum as inquiry which involves stu- 
dents putting their knowledge and sign systems to work to pur- 
sue questions which are continually under revision. The authors 
see inquiry as an important component of educating for democ- 
racy and incorporating student diversity, and they make a strong 
case for teachers to take up inquiry positions in order to avoid 
self-congratulatory and limiting practices. 
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Susan Church explicitly tackles key political questions about 
the achievements and limits of whole language as a movement: 
how it has become in some places “a polarizing force,” produc- 
ing “camps” and “orthodoxies,” and why there is a belief that 
whole language practices do not help children become skilled 
language users. By reexamining her own role in the development 
of whole language philosophy and practice in Nova Scotia, 
Church exposes a number of problems and assumptions that arose 
from the attempt to authorize whole language in district curricu- 
lum materials and in a book co-authored with teachers and ad- 
ministrators. The teacher audience for whom the book was 
written, however, was less than impressed and dismissed the work 
of the new teacher “experts.” As Church points out, the move 
from top-down to a more democratically produced curriculum 
paradoxically resulted in the formation of camps and resistance 
to the book itself, which was still seen as imposed by the bureau- 
cracy. She continues by detailing some of the hazards of misinter- 
pretation of “whole language speak” and some of the 
unanticipated effects which can result. She argues that educators 
need to be more visibly part of a political agenda in times of 
funding cutbacks and neoconservative backlash in education and 
social policy and programs. 

In the next chapter, Patrick Shannon explores the political 
interests in the work of progressive educators and the conse- 
quences of teachers’ and students’ inquiries. Having stressed the 
impossibility of being apolitical in pedagogy, he introduces a key 
problem which he describes as the politics of “niceness,” wherein 
issues of power are seen as inappropriate or, as he puts it, as a 
“dirty business which teachers and children should avoid.” What 
follows is a powerful interrogation of the assumed innocence of 
the child and a historical account which illuminates how gender, 
race, and class are implicated in idyllic versions of childhood. 
Shannon challenges progressive educators to address the conse- 
quences of difference in their desire to work for social justice and 
equality through literacy and schooling. In a wide-ranging dis- 
cussion of the law, educational science, the market, and public 
schooling. Shannon argues that educators cannot ignore or gloss 
over questions of power and privilege and still claim to be work- 
ing through inquiry toward justice. 
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In Chapter 5, Barbara Comber echoes some of the questions 
raised thus far. Beginning with an analysis of a discussion with 
her son about his history homework — to design a Nazi propa- 
ganda leaflet — she explores the kinds of histories, inquiries, and 
literacies being taught and learnt in school. She argues that stu- 
dents sometimes engage in simulations of assignments about lan- 
guage, power, and history that actually ignore what really counts. 
As she points out, students copy lies into their notebooks as though 
they were truths. Comber argues that inquiry approaches need 
to problematize how people come to know about particular ver- 
sions of history. In other words, she does not take “the disci- 
plines” for granted as knowledge to be appropriated, but rather 
approaches them as already inflected with interests, with knowl- 
edge-power relations constituted within their authoritative dis- 
courses. Further studies of classroom interaction suggest that 
different students are able to elicit different kinds of teacher help 
in response to their questions. Schools’ material resources for 
inquiry such as libraries and access to the Internet also vary dra- 
matically. Inquiry positions are not equal, and this chapter sug- 
gests a number of ways in which teachers and students might 
construct a curriculum of inquiry guided by principles of social 
justice. 

In Chapter 6, Tim Lensmire discusses the weaknesses in the 
conception of student voice, within critical pedagogy and with 
writing workshop traditions. His project is concerned with how 
to link classroom writing with a critical democratic vision of 
schooling and society. Once again the assumed innocence of the 
child (in this case) writer and the child’s experience is contested, 
as is the teacher’s acritical positioning with regard to the child’s 
textual productions. What happens when students produce rac- 
ist or sexist texts in their search for personal voice? What hap- 
pens when students collaborate to the exclusion of others? What 
happens when personal expression produces conflict between 
peers? Where does the teacher stand? Lensmire discusses the im- 
plications of his analysis for developing classroom inquiry com- 
munities. 

Tim Shannon and Patrick Shannon also explore the social 
and educative functions of classroom inquiry communities, reit- 
erating the impossibility of sheltering young people from com- 
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plex questions about real world issues and out-of-school com- 
munities. Further, they restate the need for teachers and students 
to be skeptical rather than naive about the “answers” they find. 
Drawing on historical examples, they make a case for teachers 
recognizing and taking up an overtly social function as part of 
their work in teaching inquiry, and they show how in the past 
educators have made spaces for political and community inquir- 
ies in schools. Chapter 7 concludes with similar accounts of prac- 
tice in contemporary schools and a call for relevant local action 
in communities. 

In the next chapter, Jennifer O’Brien explains the work she 
did as an elementary school teacher to problematize books with 
young children. Taking the position that students’ inquiries are 
sometimes limited by the texts provided, O’Brien reports on the 
ways in which she investigated children’s analyses of books writ- 
ten for them. She describes how she helped students make criti- 
cal readings of factual texts. Along with the students, O’Brien 
explores the hypothesis that factual texts written for children 
often fail to take them seriously “as researchers and knowers.” 
O’Brien goes on to illustrate how to make both students’ writing 
and factual texts designed for young readers the objects of stu- 
dents’ critical analyses, and offers an account of key questions, 
talk, and tasks around text that destabilize textual authority. In- 
quiry in this classroom is not simply about finding answers to 
student-generated questions, but also about asking less reverent 
questions about the production of texts and disciplinary knowl- 
edge. Here the student reader/inquirer considers how informa- 
tion is selected and presented, why it is presented in such ways, 
how it might have been presented differently, and what else might 
have been included. This pedagogy engages with explicit ideol- 
ogy critique, and also makes space for young people at the start 
of their education to take a powerful position in relation to in- 
quiry, sources of information, and knowledge production. 

Also working in early childhood classrooms as a teacher-re- 
searcher is Connie White, who presents a moving and powerful 
account of the ways in which poverty in rural Nova Scotia af- 
fects classroom learning, particularly that of one young girl in 
her class. She focuses on the way a book shared in the classroom. 
Eve Bunting’s Fly Away Home, opens up for discussion the topic 
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of homelessness and poverty. As White notes, the initial discus- 
sion evoked by the book concerned plane trips and airports, even 
though few children had experience with either. But six-year-old 
Janice, from whom White draws many insights, sets up a prob- 
lem for her teacher and her classmates by “telling tales” about 
her own many trips on planes. Both her teacher and her peers 
recognize that these trips are fictional; Janice’s family is very poor 
and she has not traveled on a plane. White uses this critical inci- 
dent to reconsider her classroom practice, rethinking what can 
be said in her classroom and what cannot, what can be named 
and what cannot, what positions different children can take up 
as participants, readers, writers, and inquirers. She asks what 
kinds of responses are possible for different children and deftly 
points out the ways in which social and economic class works in 
the everyday worlds of classrooms and literacy lessons. White 
takes up the challenge Janice poses for her in order to question 
how contemporary educational policy and practice maintain a 
cycle of blame with regard to poor children, their families, and 
teachers. As her teacher explores the conversations and stories 
Janice engages with, we gain a profound sense of how young 
children can explore some of the less “nice” (to use Shannon’s 
term) topics of inquiry in school. Indeed, as White points out, 
children are living in poverty. How the subject of poverty might 
be productively and safely talked about in school is a question 
educators cannot afford to ignore. 

White’s chapter is followed by a contribution from Vivian 
Vasquez, also an early childhood teacher, working at the time the 
chapter is set in multicultural Toronto. Vasquez also demonstrates 
how young children can and do engage with complex issues about 
who exercises power, and identify and act on inequities in the 
classroom and school. She draws on her experiences as a young 
child whose family had immigrated to Canada from the Philip- 
pines. Recalling her classroom experiences as an elementary stu- 
dent, Vasquez points out how “foreign” the notion of “research” 
was to her. Her experience of being a student had been to answer 
questions, not to ask them. She indicates that what counts as 
proper learning or proper literacy is specific to the pedagogical 
occasion and that such occasions are shaped culturally. In this 
context, her beautifully written copied notes from the encyclo- 
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paedia elicited an angry response from her teacher, whose expec- 
tations of research were that the students would write the infor- 
mation “in their own words.” Vasquez’s narrative and analysis 
suggest that there is nothing universal or natural about children's 
inquiries. These practices are learnt in ways that relate to wider 
cultural and literate traditions. She goes on to show how as a 
teacher she attempted to allow young children to make genuine 
inquiries — through letter writing — about the ways things are in 
school. 

In Chapter 11, Robyn Jenkin also considers students' research 
questions. Through her classroom research as a teacher-librarian 
in suburban South Australia, she discovered that some students' 
questions could be answered by books designed for children and 
others could not. Library books and schoolbooks designed for 
students to learn from have rhetorical structures and content that 
prescribe a style of questioning that teaches children what the 
“right” questions are. Jenkin's analysis further demonstrates that 
students' inquiries often follow gendered patterns as they select 
what is interesting to them from open-ended topics. As she moni- 
tors the process of several students, she notes that within the 
same classroom students are participating in entirely different 
inquiry processes about entirely different curricula. Jenkin ex- 
plains how it is that some topics come to be “safe” areas for 
inquiry and others are excluded. She discusses the questions from 
students that challenged her as an educator in a Catholic pri- 
mary school because they touched on matters that in that con- 
text were not considered open to contestation. This chapter 
reiterates and illustrates issues raised by Shannon, Vasquez, and 
Comber — questions which centre on what students are permit- 
ted to inquire about in particular school contexts. 

The setting for the research discussed in Chapter 12 is a pri- 
mary school in Exeter in the United Kingdom. David Wray, 
Maureen Lewis, and Carolyn Cox present an account of a project 
investigating how to assist children to read, research, and write 
nonfiction texts. Like O'Brien, Vasquez, and White, they report 
that young children just beginning to read and write can become 
powerfully engaged in the inquiry process when the work has 
relevance for their own lives. Through an account of a school 
gardening project, Wray and his colleagues elaborate on the peda- 
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gogical supports they designed to help young children engage in 
real, rather than token, literacies incorporating practical knowl- 
edge, complex ideas, and discipline-specific vocabulary. Richly 
illustrated with students’ conversations (captured on videotape 
and presented here as dialogue), this chapter provides a sense of 
what ‘‘inquiry scripts” sound like in the early years and how 
teachers can scaffold these experiences to ensure that learning 
does take place. 

Lee Gunderson’s chapter unsettles any comfortable assump- 
tions about whole language and inquiry approaches as operating 
for the universal good by raising some fundamental challenges 
about the impact these philosophies and practices have on cul- 
turally diverse communities. Drawing on research undertaken in 
British Columbia, Canada, he describes what happened in three 
contrastive school communities where cultural differences about 
the role and purpose of school education led to large-scale and 
wide-reaching reviews of whole language. Themes introduced by 
Vasquez are reiterated here as Gunderson discusses the mismatch 
between some parents’ expectations for their children’s school- 
ing and the goals of progressive education. The objections of some 
recently arrived middle- and upper-middle-class families from 
Taiwan and Hong Kong in one school did not represent the whole 
parent community, nor even the Asian-parent community, but 
they generated significant conflicts about what education is, what 
it is for, and how it is best delivered. Referring to two other schools 
and particular classrooms, Gunderson demonstrates how pro- 
gressive pedagogies conflicted with familial and cultural tradi- 
tions, including ways of reading and ways of being a student. 
Teachers and students can become casualties in a process in which, 
despite the best intentions, school learning and English literacy 
produce cultural conflicts that disrupt the pedagogical relation- 
ship and make it counterproductive. Gunderson concludes with 
a call for more research and analysis of highly multicultural set- 
tings in order to explore further the effects of our practices on 
different groups of students and to envision how our theories of 
pedagogy and curriculum may need to change. 

It is this challenge that Sibel Boran considers in the final chap- 
ter, as she explores how the educational community might genu- 
inely engage with linguistic and cultural difference in redesigning 
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classrooms of inquiry that investigate global matters. Working 
from her study of young people in an international school, Boran 
discusses how school-generated inquiries are often Euro- or U.S.- 
centric and discount or make invisible much experience and 
knowledge that young people from other places have to offer. 
She is an advocate of global education in which young people 
develop communities of inquiry marked by their diverse mem- 
bership. Boran offers a range of practical starting points for teach- 
ers to consider in initiating conversations about difference and 
identity, and she outlines some risks in opening up these conver- 
sations. She goes on to explore how international literature might 
play a central part in generating such discussions, illustrating the 
effects of this approach by drawing on the comments of young 
people in high school. She reflects on the ways in which the im- 
pact of international wars and distant conflicts reverberates in 
the corridors and classrooms of U.S, schools far from the actual 
conflict. 

The intention of Critiquing Whole Language and Classroom 
Inquiry is to open up conversation and to challenge progressive 
and critical educators to explore further how our pedagogies 
position different young people: to ask what kinds of inquiries 
we are fostering and what kinds of knowledge builders we are 
educating. It will have done its work if educators look again at 
what is going on in the name of inquiry, in the name of literacy, 
and ultimately in the name of education. 
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Chapter One 




What Education as 
Inquiry Is and Isn^t 



Jerome C. Harste 
Indiana University 



Education as Inquiry Is a Philosophical Stance 

I recently came back from a meeting with a group of middle 
school teachers who were interested in implementing a mul- 
tiple-ways-of-knowing, inquiry-based curriculum. There was a 
good deal of talk about what inquiry was and wasn’t, how one 
should and shouldn’t go about implementing it, and what was 
and wasn’t possible. Participating in that conversation, and re- 
flecting on it later, helped me clarify what ‘‘education as inquiry” 
means to me. 

Education as inquiry provides an opportunity for learners to 
explore collaboratively topics of personal and social interest us- 
ing the perspectives offered by others as well as by various knowl- 
edge domains (psychology, anthropology, economics, ecology, 
feminism) and various sign systems (art, music, mathematics, lan- 
guage) for purposes of producing a more equitable, a more just, 
a more thoughtful world. In this way, curriculum becomes a meta- 
phor for the lives we want to live and the people we want to be. 

Since we don’t have the answers to the problems future gen- 
erations will face, I don’t think we can afford to “train” children 
in the name of education. We need to give them tools with which 
they can outgrow us and yet help themselves. The problems we 
hand future generations — pollution, a depleted ozone layer, over- 
population, ethnocentrism, the haves of technologically rich coun- 
tries versus the have-nots of economically developing countries — 
are not simple, nor will there be simple answers. It is going to 
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take a good deal of research and understanding to unpack the 
problems and lay bare the issues that lie at the heart of finding 
real solutions. 

For me, education is inquiry and inquiry is education. It is 
what schools should be about from eight in the morning to four 
in the afternoon. Education as inquiry is not a clever new way of 
integrating curriculum. It is a reorientation; a new way of con- 
ceptualizing schooling. 

As I see it, all we guarantee the students we teach is that they 
will face problems of some magnitude and that no single individual 
is going to be able to fix the problems. If the messes we hand fu- 
ture generations are to be resolved, I suggest that it will take a lot 
of good minds that know how to learn and how to collaborate. 

Many teachers think of inquiry in terms of six- or nine-week 
units of study. I see it as an attitude. In Jennifer Story’s sixth- 
grade classroom, she and her students have been conducting 
“Twenty-Four-Hour Inquiries” and “Three-Day Inquiries” 
(Stephens, personal communication, 1993). On these days, the 
exploration of a single topic is all that gets done — no switching 
from mathematics, to language arts, to social studies, to music, 
to yet some other content area. Once these strategies have been 
introduced in a classroom, I would like to see “Twenty-Four- 
Hour” and “Three-Day” inquiries offered as options for students 
to elect to do any time the class is doing something that is not of 
compelling personal interest. This means that school schedules 
need serious work and serious rethinking. 

I don’t want inquiry to be relegated to an afternoon time 
slot, to be reductively thought of as something equivalent to a 
unit of study, a theme, or an integrated way to handle social 
studies, science, or other content areas. While education as in- 
quiry is all these things, it is also more than any of these things. 

Education as inquiry is a reconceptualization, a new way of 
thinking that challenges all extant definitions. Education as in- 
quiry means rethinking reading, rethinking writing, rethinking 
classroom management. Reading as inquiry, for example, is very 
different from reading as comprehension. While reading as in- 
quiry still focuses on making and sharing meaning, it goes fur- 
ther. The meaning we make has to be used as a metaphor to 
deepen understanding and make sense of some other part of our 
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lives or world. This is “the inquiry,” the search for ever broader 
connections. Writing as inquiry means writing as a tool for think- 
ing rather than as a skill to be mastered. Writing as inquiry means 
using writing to establish one’s voice, distance oneself from ex- 
perience, observe the world more closely, share one’s thinking 
with others, strategically search for patterns that connect, present 
what one has learned and reflectively take new action. Discipline 
as inquiry means that rather than implement behavior manage- 
ment procedures that allow you, the teacher, to control the situ- 
ation, problems of discipline are matters of discussion, with 
alternatives generated by the group and with the parties involved 
invited to find solutions that work. 



Education as Inquiry Calls for Radical Change 

In the past, reading, writing, mathematics, science, and social 
studies have run roughshod over the curriculum. Say “school- 
ing” to most people and they think of groups of children getting 
on a yellow school bus to be hauled to classrooms to engage in 
reading, writing, mathematics, and other content areas. In the 
old days, the students would be sitting in rows and taking tests. 
Today, even in whole language classrooms the structure hasn’t 
changed much. Oh, they aren’t sitting in rows or taking tests — 
now they’re at tables, keeping portfolios — but they still have a 
writing time, a reading time, a math time, a theme time, and so 
on. Despite surface structural changes, the content areas are still 
the organizational device for curriculum. 

The Core of an Inquiry Curriculum Is 
Personal and Social Knowing 

Education as inquiry, while respecting the disciplines and what it 
is we think we know, is fundamentally about changing the way 
we think about instruction. Significantly, education as inquiry 
suggests that the personal and collective questions of learners 
ought to be the heart of curriculum. Rather than framing cur- 
riculum in terms of the content areas, learners’ inquiry questions 
become the organizational device for curriculum. Integration 
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occurs in the head of the learner, rather than in the daily schedule 
of the teacher. 

Recently I ran into a middle school student wearing a T-shirt 
with the logo, “Been There . . . Done That,” repeated on both the 
front and back. It struck me that metaphorically, at least, this is 
how we treat the subject matter areas in school. Rather than have 
students say, “Been there . . . Done that” (“I took ecology . . . Fm 
done with that”), I want them to see the content areas as avail- 
able perspectives they might take during their inquiries. No mat- 
ter what their question, at some point I would like them to look 
at the issues their inquiry raises in terms of science: What would 
an ecologist have to say about this problem, as well as this solu- 
tion.^ The same is true for history: What would a historian want 
us to learn about this topic? What would an anthropologist want 
us to understand? an economist? a psychologist? and so forth. 

Content Areas Reviewed 

Each discipline or content area has a particular perspective — a 
focusing question, if you will. These ways of looking, often sys- 
tematized and involving the use of certain types of research tools, 
have proved valuable. That is why they are still around. Rather 
than dead truths — something you learn and hopefully recall when 
Jeopardy comes on television — disciplines are tools for system- 
atically exploring the modern world. We don’t want kids to say 
they studied feminism and now they are done with it. Equity is 
an understanding we want them to keep foremost no matter what 
issue they are exploring. 

More and more we have come to realize that everything is 
connected to everything else. Helping learners see the disciplines 
as devices they might use to unpack the complexity of issues sur- 
rounding the topics they study supports them both in thinking 
more deeply as well as in understanding the community and the 
connectedness of knowing. 

Legitimizing Multiple Ways of Knowing 

Sign systems represent ways humans have devised to make mean- 
ing: language, art, music, drama, movement, mathematics, etc. 
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Each of the sign systems is used by each of the knowledge do- 
mains as a tool and toy for inquiry. This is why much of math- 
ematics is structured on language and why mathematicians use 
charts and graphs to convey their meaning. Music is very math- 
ematical, a fact you can discover for yourself if you lay out the 
underlying patterns of your favorite song with a set of unit blocks. 
This is not to suggest that music, art, and language are the same. 
They aren’t. Each captures dimensions of knowing that are unique. 
Meaning in language unfolds synchronically as words are tem- 
porally produced. Meaning in art unfolds as a whole; the juxta- 
position of line, shape, form, and color holistically ''means” 
simultaneously. 

Currently, schools tend to value language and mathematics 
as ways of knowing. Art, music, movement, drama, and the like 
are relegated to the fringes, evidenced by the fact that whenever 
students in Australia, England, Canada, New Zealand, or the 
United States don’t score well on a national or international ex- 
amination, the typical response is to raise language and math- 
ematics requirements for graduation. A multiple-ways-of- 
knowing, inquiry-based model of education is designed to change 
all that. It assumes that art, music, mathematics, drama, and other 
sign systems play a role similar to that played by language in 
learning. By denying access to these sign systems, we silence some 
students’ ways of knowing. We don’t do ourselves much good 
either. By making art, music, drama, and movement second-class 
citizens in curriculum, we limit our ways of knowing, too. Whole 
dimensions of what it means to know are silenced. 

I assume different cultural groups have different ways of 
making meaning. Although we have learned to accept children in 
terms of their home literacies, we have yet to respect children 
and the home literacies they bring to school. If we truly respected 
our students’ home literacies, we would routinely invite ourselves 
and the other students in our classrooms to inquire into these 
ways of knowing and try them on for size. At present we seem to 
accept multiple literacies but are determined to move them on 
toward school literacy. 

The smallest unit of curriculum in an inquiry model of edu- 
cation is a focused study (see Figure 1.1), which entails a ques- 
tion of personal and social interest, at least one perspective, and 
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Figure 1.1. Curriculum as inquiry (Short & Harste, 1996). 



total access to the various sign systems through which the topic 
might be explored. Marjorie Siegel says we should think of edu- 
cation as inquiry as a model which “invites learners to see them- 
selves as knowledge makers who find and frame problems worth 
pursuing, negotiate interpretations, forge new connections, and 
represent meaning in new ways” (1995, 3). 



Focus of an Inquiry-Based Curriculum 

Figure 1.2 is a working model of the processes underlying an 
inquiry-based curriculum based on what we know about the role 
that language and other sign systems play in learning. Art, mu- 
sic, mathematics, drama, movement, and language each play a 
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Figure 1.2. The underlying processes of inquiry. 



role in the curricular development of voice, the making of con- 
nections, the more careful observation of our world, and so forth. 
A good inquiry-based curriculum focuses on learning how to learn. 
What students learn about learning today they apply tomorrow 
in the pursuit of a new inquiry. Part, of this is metacognitive, 
knowing how to debug what went wrong as well as knowing 
how to position themselves with sign systems, disciplines, and 
other learners to capitalize on the learning potentials available in 
any situation. Mistakes are not problems, but the fodder for new 
inquiries. 

Education as inquiry has some things in common with mul- 
tiple intelligences, yet it is significantly more, Howard Gardner 
(1993) has proposed a theory of multiple intelligence in which he 
identifies seven major intelligences — spatial (which includes art). 
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musical, interpersonal, intrapersonal, logical mathematical, lin- 
guistic, and bodily kinesthetic. At one level, his argument is much 
the same as mine. By limiting the kinds of intelligences we value, 
we do a disservice to what we and our society might become. I 
particularly like his conception of intrapersonal intelligence, which 
he defines as the ability to monitor one’s own emotional needs. 
Gardner blames much of the emotional instability of our society 
on our lack of understanding of this intelligence. He sees teenage 
suicide, emotional outbreaks in which co-workers kill each other, 
and the like as evidence of our failure to help children develop 
this intelligence. He would like to see schools help students learn 
to monitor their internal emotional states and know how to make 
necessary adjustments for their mental well-being. Interpersonal 
intelligence is the ability to interact and communicate with oth- 
ers. Gardner sees it as an intelligence characteristic of persons in 
public office. In its most highly developed form, for example, we 
have a guru who can marshal others to work together for the 
good of the whole. 

Although Gardner does not advocate using these intelligences 
as selection devices, many schools incorporating Gardner’s theory 
of multiple intelligence have viewed their role as identifying stu- 
dents’ strengths and nurturing these strengths. The result is an 
elitist approach to education. Kamehameha Schools in Hawaii, 
for example, use intelligence in one or more of Gardner’s areas 
as the basis for admission. The Key School in Indianapolis not 
only identifies students by type of intelligence but also tracks 
them according to intellectual strengths. 

In contrast to a theory of multiple intelligences, sign systems 
are democratic. Each of the sign systems is available to all of us. 
They represent the ways in which humans have learned to make 
and share meaning. While students may develop strengths in one 
particular sign system, the goal of the school is not to polish or 
hone this strength so much as to make sure that each student has 
ample opportunity to explore various ways of making and shar- 
ing meaning. The goal of the language arts program becomes 
one of expanding communication potential rather than system- 
atically closing it down through the overemphasis of one sign 
system at the expense of others, or through the denial of access 
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because some sign systems are thought to be more important 
than others. 

On one level, an inquiry-based curriculum is problem cen- 
tered. Yet I want to be careful in saying this. Students need time 
to find, as well as frame, their own inquiry questions. Outcomes 
aren’t known as they are in discovery learning, but are instead 
open-ended, with students free to go off in directions and reach 
conclusions that were not anticipated. This does not mean that 
teachers do not need to plan. Rather, it means they need to en- 
gage in ‘‘planning to plan” (Watson, Burke, 8c Harste, 1989) by 
rotating themes through disciplines and sign systems for purposes 
of exploring the possibilities and potentials for learning. Inquiry 
is not so much a curriculum of objectives as a curriculum of pos- 
sibilities. 

The focus of an inquiry curriculum should be on how to be a 
good inquirer. Experiencing inquiry is a necessary but not suffi- 
cient condition. Students need to be able to gain new perspec- 
tives, articulate what inquiries do to sensitize them to issues, and 
reflexively interrogate their own and their society’s values. 

How long can students sustain inquiry? Forever, I would say. 
But we kill it by expecting reports, something to grade, and con- 
crete products. Just as there are no prerequisites to inquiry ex- 
cept curiosity, so there are no specific terminal points other than 
more curiosity and the freedom to move in new directions if one 
so desires. 

Often, inquiry begins not so much with a question as with an 
itch. Something doesn’t feel right, but knowing what question to 
ask comes much later. For a change of pace, allow students to 
frame their inquiry questions through pictures rather than words. 
This invitation can give teachers as well as the students a new 
perspective on inquiry, as well as an intuitive feel for the com- 
plexity and possibility of the issues that need to be addressed. 

I see it as dangerous to reduce an inquiry-based curriculum 
to either questions or problem solving. As Suzanne Langer (1980) 
has pointed out, by the time we have a question we also have a 
solution. Embedded in every question is an implicit, if not ex- 
plicit, answer to the problem. Problem solving bothers me, too. 
Like questioning, problem solving implies a one-to-one corre- 
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spondence: Here is my problem; here is my answer. Here is the 
students’ inquiry question; here is their answer. Inquiry isn’t the 
product of curriculum so much as an invitation to live a new 
curriculum. It is easy to reduce inquiry to fact finding. To do so, 
however, is to simplify a complex process. And as Carolyn Burke 
(cited in Harste, Woodward, & Burke, 1984) reminds us, while 
we can simplify a complex process, to do so does not change the 
underlying complexity of the process. 

Inquiry is more about unpacking the complexity of issues 
than it is about coming up with simple solutions to complex prob- 
lems, This does not mean that we cannot provide a supportive 
structure for our students as they learn about what inquiry is and 
isn’t. I have developed inquiry journals that invite students to 
engage in observation, conversation, collaboration, reflection, and 
other key processes underlying inquiry (see Figure 1.2). As my 
understanding of the inquiry process grows, my questions and 
instructions change: Why is this topic important to you? What 
three questions do you have? For each question, you need to 
make an observation, read a book, conduct an interview, etc. 
Joby Copenhaver and Rise Paynter provided each of the students 
in their classroom with A Wonderful Questions Booklet 
(Copenhaver, 1991). Kathy Short and Gloria Kauffman hold a 
“Studio Time” each Friday during which students can use the 
various sign systems to conduct in-depth explorations of their 
inquiry questions (Kauffman, 1996). If an ample supply of com- 
puters and cameras is available, it is easy to envision a “Tool 
Time” during which students could be invited to explore the top- 
ics of their inquiries using these tools. In my experience, it is best 
to explore tools and sign systems as a functional part of inquiry 
rather than in isolation. The trick is to be clear about what pro- 
cesses you believe are an essential part of inquiry and then to 
create curricular engagements and structures that support these 
processes. If these structures do not work, revision — what I pre- 
fer to call “curriculum redevelopment” — is needed. 

Inquiry is not about what kind of presentation students are 
going to make at the end of the inquiry. Often students will want 
to know this, and instead of inquiring, they begin planning their 
presentation. Fortunately, the process often takes care of itself, 
since in trying to present, students often end up having to in- 




What Education as Inquiry Is and Isn't 



quire. Our options are either not to let students know what is 
coming up next or to trust the process. I have found that stu- 
dents find their way into inquiry through questions, exploration, 
presentation, conversation, and demonstration — that is, being 
around others who are similarly engaged. Over time, I have 
learned to trust both students and the learning process. I did not, 
however, manage this insight easily; neither will you. 

Think about education as inquiry, and problem solving as 
the difference between philosophy and technique. In the old days 
of problem solving, we taught inquiry as something one did some- 
times in mathematics or in science. It was a skill that once mas- 
tered could be applied whenever the need arose. I don’t want 
inquiry treated this way, I want everything to be seen as inquiry, 
from the complexities of teaching to the complexities of learning 
and evaluation. 

Evaluation Is Synonymous with Teaching 

Education as inquiry calls for a total readjustment in our think- 
ing about evaluation. In the past, evaluation has been anchored 
on outside criteria set by others; teachers and students either met 
expectations or they didn’t. The view of evaluation was that of 
an outsider looking in. From an education as inquiry perspec- 
tive, however, the view is different: 

From an education as inquiry perspective on education, the 
only thing evaluation can do is help a learner or a commu- 
nity of learners interrogate their values. Over the years, teach- 
ers and pupils have been held more and more accountable 
while administrators, school board members, and other stake- 
holders have become less accountable. Under this outsider 
view of evaluation, the only persons truly vulnerable are teach- 
ers and learners. The evaluator and the standards, if not above 
reproach, are certainly not the focal point of evaluation. 

From an education as inquiry perspective on evaluation, there 
can be no observers, only participants, in the evaluation pro- 
cess. Remember, the whole of education is inquiry. School 
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board members need to ask themselves what they are doing 
to support the professional development of teachers and if 
this is the best use of the district’s money. Teachers need to 
ask themselves if they are doing everything possible to pro- 
vide instruction that is theoretically sound and based on what 
we know. Pupils need to ask themselves if what they are do- 
ing currently is the best they could do and perhaps, on the 
basis of this information, take thoughtful new action. 

From an education as inquiry perspective, evaluation needs 
to track the changing inquiry questions of learners. Experi- 
ence, rather than age or developmental stage, determines 
learning. The information provided by standardized tests is 
useless to teachers in planning instruction largely because it 
provides information relative to the test designer’s inquiry 
question rather than the inquiry questions of the learners. By 
tracking the inquiry questions of learners, information about 
the functions that language and other sign systems do and do 
not serve can be gathered. Only on the basis of this informa- 
tion can teachers plan meaningful instruction. 

What is an inquiry-oriented educator to do in the name of 
evaluation.^ The answer, I believe, is one part “kid watching” 
(Goodman, 1978) and one part “invitation” (Short & Harste, 
1996), by which I mean inviting students to track their own in- 
quiry questions. Developing kid-watching skills is not easy. Re- 
cently I have been working with Diane Stephens on a kid-watching 
approach she calls Hypothesis-Test (Stephens, 1990). Teachers 
keep a four-column kid-watching journal. The first column is 
used to record observations, the second column to record vari- 
ous interpretations of each observation, the third column to record 
hypotheses generated from reading across interpretations, and 
the fourth column to record curricular decisions and future in- 
quiries. Just mastering the difference between observation and 
interpretation is not easy. Reading through the list of interpreta- 
tions that have been generated for each observation (Diane rec- 
ommends five interpretations for each observation), complex 
patterns of interaction can be noted. For example, in one instance 
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I noted that when students asked their own inquiry questions 
during literature discussion, everyone seemed more engaged. 
Further observations of literature discussion groups could either 
lend credence to or fail to support this hypothesis. If my hypoth- 
esis were supported by future observations — which in this case it 
was — a curricular change in how I conduct literature discussion 
groups would be called for. In another instance, I noted that with 
the increased use of reflective drama as a technique in writing, 
more dialogue appeared in students’ stories. Given this pattern, a 
whole new set of inquiries arose, from new things to read to new 
curricular directions to try. The focus is not so much on teaching 
as it is on learning. Curriculum is built from and with the stu- 
dents rather than something that is done to students. 

Many teachers think of checklists as the way to evaluate an 
inquiry curriculum. The problem this poses is that it assumes we 
already know what to look for. For both students and teachers, 
curriculum then becomes a matter of running the hurdles rather 
than an ongoing process of inquiry grounded in research. 

Students, parents, and other stakeholders need to be invited 
into the evaluation process. The intent is to inquire, not to turn 
evaluation into a horse race whereby teachers, students, and some- 
times entire countries are pitted against each other in adversarial 
roles. Evaluation needs to put at risk what it is each of us thinks 
we know. Positions — not people — are put at risk. No person or 
position is privileged. It is by making all positions within the 
educational community vulnerable that we grow. 

How do I get the kids I work with to the point of wanting to 
investigate? I’m convinced nothing teaches like demonstration. 
By being inquirers ourselves, we provide students with the best 
invitation to inquiry I can think of. And we need to be upfront 
with students about what we are doing. They need to understand 
the inquiry questions we have about them as learners, as well as 
how we plan to investigate our questions. Instead of talking be- 
hind our students’ backs with a colleague, saying that we are 
concerned about Jordan, a first grader who is not demonstrating 
any knowledge of grapheme-phoneme correspondence in his 
writing, we need to say, “J^>rdan, I’m concerned. I’m wondering 
what I can do to support you to write like the other kids in the 
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room. See, they write so that I can read their writing. What can I 
do to help you learn to write this way? I know next year’s teacher 
is going to be expecting you to be writing like them.” 

Statements like this may seem brash, if not wrongheaded, 
but curiosity, not correctness, starts the inquiry cycle for teachers 
as well as students. Embedded in statements of this sort are your 
beliefs about how schooling operates, what constitutes growth 
and development in writing, as well as what you see as your role 
in the big picture of things. While there may be several things 
wrong with the position you hold, by first clarifying and then 
interrogating your stand, you, like your students, grow. 

Most curricula are built from memory: This is what profi- 
cient reading looks like . . . This must be the way we get there. 
This is what being a mathematician means . . . Logically this is 
how someone must get there. In lieu of these adult-logical views 
of curriculum and curriculum development, think of evaluation 
as an opportunity for you, your students, and the wider educa- 
tional community to build a new curriculum for our society 
through research. 

Focusing on evaluation may, however, be an error. At this 
historical moment, there are so few instances of true inquiry- 
based education that to talk at length about evaluation seems 
premature. After all, it is hard to evaluate a dream if you have 
never first given yourself permission to have one. 



Inquiry Curriculum Musts 



I liken curriculum to drama. Because I see curriculum as a meta- 
phor for the lives we want to live and the people we want to be, 
I envision curriculum as an attempt to “dramatize” a new way of 
being in the world. This is why curriculum is more about sociol- 
ogy than psychology, more about research than memory, more 
about experiences than exercises. The lived-through experience 
curriculum offers and the new interaction patterns it fosters make 
all the difference. How you teach and what you teach are both 
important. In fact, how you teach often determines what gets 
taught. Issues of equity and justice need to be embedded in the 
presuppositions one makes about curriculum, frontloaded in cur- 
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riculum as class topics and themes, as well as experienced and 
interrogated as part of the inquiry cycle. 

Too often, even in whole language classrooms, we schedule 
one engagement after another. Rarely do we take the necessary 
time to reflect on what we have learned from these engagements 
or what our participation in these engagements means for how 
we will operate in the world anew. Even less often are learners 
asked to interrogate new understandings in terms of who ben- 
efits and who doesn’t. Learning does not end with presentation 
but rather with reflection, reflexivity, and action. As a function 
of learning, learners need to position themselves differently in 
the world: business ought not to go on as usual. 

An inquiry curriculum is not neutral. It begins with voice, 
inviting all learners to name their world. It ends in reflexivity 
and action, inviting all learners to interrogate the very constructs 
they are using to make sense of their world. Naming one’s world 
is not a neutral process. Because we are born into a world that is 
already named, it behooves learners to examine critically the 
meanings they make, the systems of meaning in society that sup- 
port those readings, as well as the available alternatives. Phrased 
differently, learners must take responsibility for ideas as well as 
for the personal and social actions that result from ideas. I’m not 
for a minute suggesting that learners can both name and interro- 
gate their naming simultaneously. I am suggesting that the very 
process of inquiry allows us to distance ourselves from experience 
and to look at it critically. Just as surely as inquiry must begin in 
naming and framing, it must end in interrogation and action. 

How you view inquiry makes a difference. As I see it, an 
inquiry-based curriculum allows us to use what we have learned 
about creating holistic and supportive environments for learners 
and to build from this base. At the same time, an inquiry curricu- 
lum raises the stakes, forcing us to address issues of critical lit- 
eracy as they relate to democracy and schooling. Some see inquiry 
as a new paradigm in competition with whole language; I see it 
as an extension of the whole language model. The potential for 
critical theory and inquiry has always been there. It has simply 
taken us this long to begin to explore its potential. 

In her keynote address at the 1995 National Council of Teach- 
ers of English Annual Convention, Carole Edelsky identified vari- 
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ous ways that issues of equity and justice could be addressed in 
curriculum without violating what we know about the role that 
language plays in the learning process. In addition to a unit on 
“bears,” she suggested we can and must study topics of greater 
social significance. Without question, curriculum as inquiry man- 
dates that we position ourselves as advocates for the disenfran- 
chised. 

Whole language is about hearing new voices, starting new 
conversations, and putting in place structures whereby those con- 
versations can continue. I want learners to understand inquiry- 
based instruction philosophically as a diversity model of 
education. In lieu of the conformity and consensus model that 
now operates, diversity and difference should be seen as an edu- 
cational asset, one that puts an edge on learning. Although there 
is no singular outcome — no one vision of democracy toward 
which we must all work — curriculum as inquiry is only demo- 
cratic to the extent that it supports thoughtful new personal and 
social action by today’s learners and tomorrow’s citizens. 

Just as whole language benefited from the involvement of 
many teachers in the movement, exploring its potential as well as 
expanding how it might be done, so curriculum as inquiry will 
benefit from your inquiring voices. Education as inquiry will be 
what we curricularly and collaboratively make of it. 
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T he perspective of curriculum as inquiry involves theoretical 
and practical shifts in how educators view teaching and learn- 
ing within school contexts. As educators examine their beliefs 
and actions, they take control of their learning and work with 
their students in creating more democratic learning environments. 
Within these environments, students have the time to explore 
and find the questions that are most significant in their lives as 
inquirers. 

We get to figure out what we know and what we want to do. We 
are trusted to learn, to talk, and to share. We are expected to ask 
more questions and find out more. 

Amber, age 10, Gloria Kauffman's classroom 



I did work out of workbooks. I was hoping for a good educa- 
tion. I could tell I was not getting what I wanted. I was wild all 
the time. I was getting in trouble. I was worrying too much about 
my friends. Now I like to move around and work with others. I 
need others to understand me and my ideas. When I work with 
others, I learn. I need to learn. I share my ideas even if they are 
not good. I ask questions. The atmosphere in this class has changed 
my thinking. Others have started to want to learn. I knew if I 
would try, I would get somewhere. 

Jennifer, age 10, Gloria Kauffman's classroom 

While educators have debated at length about the value of 
democratic classrooms and inquiry-based curriculum, students 
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such as Jennifer and Amber who have lived in these classrooms 
speak powerfully about the new potentials in their lives. Some 
students initially resist a curriculum based on inquiry and de- 
mocracy because it involves learning new ways of thinking and 
acting in the classroom. Over time, however, they come to value 
and demand such a curriculum because it builds from their own 
ways of knowing and living in the world. This curriculum, there- 
fore, can never look the same from classroom to classroom, nor 
will it realize the same potential in all students. 

Voices such as Amber’s and Jennifer’s, however, persuade us 
to continue our struggles to create democratic classrooms based 
in inquiry. We realize that such classrooms challenge educators 
to make major changes in current school structures and in beliefs 
about learning and curriculum. This struggle must therefore in- 
clude a consideration not only of democracy and inquiry but also 
of the process of change and how this process affects curriculum 
when education is viewed as a democratic institution. 

In this chapter, we begin with a consideration of the attributes 
of change within and across shifts in paradigm and the relation- 
ships between collaboration, change, and diversity. We then use 
these understandings about the change process to explore the 
implications of adopting the perspective of curriculum as inquiry. 
One of the questions we want to address is whether inquiry ap- 
proaches to curriculum are simply a different term for theme units 
or actually reflect a different theoretical and practical approach 
to curriculum. Does curriculum as inquiry change what we do in 
schools, or simply put a new label on what we are already doing? 
Throughout this chapter, we share our personal experiences and 
stories of change as educators, realizing that many of the changes 
we have experienced parallel those of other educators. 

Examining Our Beliefs and Actions 

For us, curriculum involves putting a system of beliefs into ac- 
tion (Short & Burke, 1991). When we engage in inquiry about 
curriculum, we examine and reflect on our beliefs as well as our 
actions in the classroom. In thinking about the changes in cur- 
riculum that we and other educators have made, we realized that 
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some of these involve changes in actions within the same para- 
digm of beliefs, whereas others involve changes in actions and 
beliefs that spread across paradigms. That is, sometimes we build 
on our current beliefs to further develop our teaching practices 
and the learning environments we are creating with students. 
Other times we rethink our beliefs and make difficult shifts in 
both our beliefs and our actions. Both kinds of change are essen- 
tial to our lives as teachers, but they involve different challenges 
and ways of thinking about teaching. 

A work of children’s literature. Dear Willie Rudd (Gray, 
1993), helped us understand why these distinctions in the ques- 
tions we ask and the changes we make as educators matter. The 
book opens with a woman rocking on her front porch, lost in 
thoughts that are causing her to feel tension. Miss Elizabeth thinks 
back fifty years to when she was a young girl and Willie Rudd 
was the family’s African American housekeeper. She realizes that 
Willie was not treated fairly but knows that she cannot make 
amends to Willie, who is no longer alive. Finally, she writes Willie 
a letter, telling her all the ways in which she would treat her 
differently and letting her know that she loves her. Miss Eliza- 
beth attaches the letter to a kite and releases the letter and kite 
into the night sky. She then returns to her porch and continues 
rocking. 

We have found that change for us begins with similar feel- 
ings of tension. Something isn’t right but we are not quite sure 
what it is. Over time we begin to get a sense of what is bothering 
us and so we take action. What often happens, however, is that 
our first steps stay within the same paradigm of beliefs and, like 
Miss Elizabeth’s, lead to a surface change in actions. Miss Eliza- 
beth has rearranged her memories and relieved her feelings of 
guilt. The question left unanswered, however, is whether she is 
willing to make more substantive changes in her beliefs and ac- 
tions. Will she alter how she thinks and acts with others? Will 
she continue to reflect on her beliefs and seek out others in order 
to continue her inquiry? 

We are not criticizing Miss Elizabeth’s first steps toward 
change. They resemble our own first steps. They may not go far 
enough, but they are a beginning and they count. The issue is 
whether her learning stops because she believes she has answered 
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her questions and achieved a deeper change in her beliefs and 
prejudices. Are writing the letter and letting go of the kite her 
only actions? If she sees herself as now acting without prejudice 
and feels no need to take further steps, then we have concerns. 

These same issues are present when educators mistake their 
initial changes in action within the same paradigm of beliefs for 
substantive changes across paradigms of beliefs. When they make 
this mistake, they are prevented from inquiring into and making 
the deeper and more substantive changes that are needed to trans- 
form themselves and society. They need to keep inquiring, not 
assume they have the answer. 

These issues are always present in our inquiries as educators. 
To understand these issues within educational inquiry, we share 
several stories of change from our own experiences that high- 
light changes in action within and across different paradigms. 



Examining Educational Inquiry through Change Stories 

The first story involves change in our questions about spelling in 
the classroom. For many years, spelling has meant teaching iso- 
lated words, chosen for their graphophonemic patterns, through 
spelling lessons, workbooks, and the weekly spelling test. Dis- 
content with that approach led us to reject textbook lists and to 
begin selecting spelling words from classroom theme units or from 
student writing. 

This shift, however, did not involve a change in the questions 
we were asking. It was not until we moved away from asking 
questions about how spelling words get chosen to asking ques- 
tions about the purpose of spelling within the authoring process 
that our inquiry was pushed to a different level of understand- 
ing. This shift allowed us to explore the role of spelling within 
the authoring process and to see spelling as a realization of lan- 
guage (see Figure 2.1). Spelling lists and isolated word study gave 
way to a focus on spelling strategies and the role of editing in the 
authoring process. 

A second change story relates to the role of parents in the 
curriculum. Our oldest model of parent involvement is that of 
schools reporting to parents through sending home report cards 
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Figure 2.1. Changes in understandings about spelling. 



and announcements and inviting parents to attend school plays 
or assist on field trips. These teacher-parent relationships are those 
of a professional reporting to an amateur, with teachers remain- 
ing in control of the standards. 

A recent shift that is fairly substantive in its physical form 
but not in its function is the move toward narrative report cards 
and more parent participation in classroom learning events. This 
shift involves the same relationship of professional to amateur 
with the teacher in control and asks the same question of how 
teachers can report ^o parents. It’s more friendly and welcoming, 
but operates within the same belief system. 

For the paradigm to shift, we needed to initiate a three-way 
conversation between teachers, parents, and students (see Figure 
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How do we communicate 
to parents? 




How can schooling be a 
collaborative venture between 
parents, teachers, and students? 



Parent 
letters 

Home journals 
Student-led 
conferences 
Portfolios 
Collaborative 
inquiry projects 



Figure 2.2. Changes in the role of parents within schools. 



2.2). Instead of parents remaining outside of the main relation- 
ship between teachers and students within the curriculum, they 
have begun collaborating with teachers and students within the 
curriculum. This collaboration gives parents some ownership of 
classroom events and a share in the risks as they participate in 
classroom life. 

The question of how to teach students to read and make sure 
they comprehend has dominated approaches to reading in schools. 
When we began teaching, we answered this question by using 
basal readers, ability groups, round-robin reading, workbooks. 
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and emphasizing the sequential teaching of reading skills. The 
shift to literature-based reading programs led us initially to make 
changes in materials and methods but not in our underlying be- 
liefs about how to teach children to read. 

We replaced the basals with literature anthologies and lists 
of children’s books categorized by grade level. To make sure that 
students were comprehending, we assigned particular topics in 
their literature logs and graded their responses. Ability groups 
were replaced by heterogeneous literature discussion groups, but 
we still controlled the content by asking open-ended questions 
that directed the groups’ discussion. Other teachers control the 
discussion through a cooperative learning format in which re- 
sponsibilities and roles are divided among group members. Thus 
we shifted away from one right answer, but not from teacher 
control: there were still preferred procedures to follow and pre- 
ferred interpretations and themes. 

When we changed our question to how literacy functions as 
an inquiry tool in lives of learners, our focus moved from how to 
teach students to read to reading as part of the ongoing personal 
and social inquiry in children's lives. We moved beyond reading 
“because it’s good for you” to reading because it allows students 
to pursue questions and issues of significance in their lives (see 
Figure 2.3). Instead of making sure that students have compre- 
hended, we focus on providing opportunities for readers to con- 
struct and explore their understandings with others through 
conversation, story, and dialogue. Through collaborative inquiry 
in literature circles, readers explore different perspectives and 
actually think together, not just cooperatively work together. 
Everyone, including the teacher, participates by listening care- 
fully to others and working together toward understanding. 

The changes in writing have paralleled the inquiries of edu- 
cators in the previous areas. In writing, our primary concern used 
to be teaching students how to write, a focus that entailed gram- 
mar lessons, handwriting practice, and skills workbooks. Learn- 
ing these separate skills, however, did not ensure that students 
could actually write to communicate, so we explored ways to get 
students involved in writing through using creative writing and 
story starters. Students were given a topic and a set of proce- 
dures or steps to follow to produce a particular piece of writing 
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How do we teach students 
to read and make sure 
they have comprehended? 



r Literature by 
levels 
Assigned topics in> 
literature logs 
Literature groups 



How does literacy function as an 
inquiry tool in our lives? 

V 




Figure 2.3. Changes in our understandings about reading and literature. 



within a certain time span. But our question of how to teach 
students to write remained the same. 

The work of Donald Graves (1983) and Lucy Calkins (1986) 
encouraged us to ask new questions about how we could sup- 
port the authoring process so that writing is a tool for thinking 
and communicating within school contexts. These questions led 
us to explore writing workshop (Graves, 1983), writers’ note- 
books (Calkins, 1990), and the authoring cycle (Harste & Short, 
1988) as curricular structures and engagements to support au- 
thors in constructing their own texts for authentic purposes (see 
Figure 2.4). 

Recently we have been exploring other sign systems such as 
music, art, movement, and mathematics as tools for thinking and 
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How do we teach students 
to write? 




How can we support the authoring 
process as a way to create and 
share meaning? How can writing 
become a tool for thinking and 
communicating? 




How can the sign systems 
become tools for thinking 
and communicating? 



Figure 2.4. Changes in understandings about writing. 



communicating in schools (Short & Harste, 1996). We have as- 
sumed that these explorations are within the same belief systems 
as those which underlie language and the authoring cycle, and 
have acted as though the same universal meaning-making pro- 
cesses underlie each of these systems. While we have made these 
assumptions in order to move ahead with our inquiry, we are 
aware that our work with sign systems may involve a move to 
another belief system at some point. 

As we examined these change stories, we realized that when 
we shift paradigms, new relationships, constructs, and constitu- 
encies become possible that were not available within our previ- 
ous paradigm. The availability of new potentials and relationships 
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in particular became evident as v^e considered the relationship 
bemeen reading, mathematics, social studies, and the other sub- 
jects that have composed a traditional curriculum as a discrete 
and independent set of knowledge. We have come to new under- 
standings of these subjects as knowledge systems and sign sys- 
tems that interweave to provide the parameters and structure of 
knowledge and to form the basis for inquiry. In trying to exam- 
ine these relationships, we found it helpful to return to three vi- 
sual models of the reading process which were developed many 
years ago. These models helped us rethink our beliefs about cur- 
riculum, knowledge, authoring, and the integration of content 
and process in the classroom. They have helped us explore cur- 
riculum as inquiry. 

Exploring Curriculum as Inquiry 

Carolyn sketched out the three best-known models of the read- 
ing process in order to highlight how each model emphasizes 
individual systems and components within the reading process 
(see Figure 2.5). The first model, the phonics modef is based on 
letters that lead to families of words that eventually build to word 
definitions. The second model, the skills model, is what our gen- 
eration experienced as elementary students. The same systems 
operate in this model, but the emphasis changes. Instead of choos- 
ing words based on their family patterns, they are chosen be- 
cause of their frequency. Readers are taught a range of word-attack 
skills instead of depending solely on graphophonemic correspon- 
dence, and their focus goes beyond word meaning to story com- 
prehension. 

The third model, whole language, views reading as a process 
that cuts across the cueing systems of meaning, syntactical struc- 
tures, and surface structures (for example, graphophonemic cor- 
respondence). In this model, the pragmatic context becomes a 
necessity for illustrating the importance of the social context 
within which the learner is reading. This model illustrates the 
uninterruptable and embedded nature of the systems of language 
and their relationship to each other. 
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These understandings and visual models of the reading pro- 
cess gave us a way to rethink our beliefs and models of curricu- 
lum as inquiry. The model that has dominated schools for many 
years is curriculum as fact (Figure 2.6). When we were students, 
we spent our time studying different content areas where a com- 
mon core of predetermined knowledge was broken into parts. 

The smallest unit of curriculum in this model is a fact, so 
isolated facts and procedures are the basic building blocks. We 
memorized dates, people, events, facts, and formulas. In math- 
ematics problems and science experiments, we followed exact 
procedures that could not be varied and led to one right answer. 
Over time we learned sets of facts that were then combined into 
concepts. Because we learned each topic and each subject area in 
isolation from everything else, we never got to the point of form- 
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Figure 2.6. Curriculum as fact (Short & Harste, 1996). 



ing broad generalizations that cut across the different subject 
areas. 

Our focus was on “covering” the topic, and we did so by 
reading the textbook, filling out worksheets, giving teachers cor- 
rect answers in class discussions, and taking tests to see if we had 
mastered the information. Research consisted of copying facts 
from the encyclopedia into a little booklet and handing it in to 
the teacher. We covered lots of facts and memorized many details 
that were forgotten the day after the test. We covered few topics 
in any depth and ended up with superficial knowledge and no 
desire to keep learning — we were done with that topic. School 
was something to endure, not a place of significant learning. 

Our frustrations as students with textbook approaches to 
content areas led us as teachers to explore theme units. This ap- 
proach of curriculum as activity then dominated our teaching for 
many years (see Figure 2.7). Sometimes we chose activities because 
of the facts that could be learned; other times we chose activities 
according to particular skills and procedures that we felt stu- 
dents needed. Still other times we chose activities because they 
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Figure 2.7. Curriculum as activity (Short, 1993). 

supported the development of certain conceptual understandings. 

In developing thematic units, we took a topic such as kites or 
the Civil War and listed activities relating to different subject 
areas such as mathematics, science, social studies, art, or read- 
ing. Underneath those subject areas, we listed activities that would 
lead to the acquisition of particular facts, skills, and procedures. 
Other activities were listed because they were fun, not because 
they were tied to any fact or concept. Later, we webbed topics 
such as kites by concepts and subtopics such as wind, Japanese 
folktales, kite making, paper folding, celebrations, and weather. 

These units were more interesting and engaging for students 
and allowed us to replace the textbook with well-written fiction 
and nonfiction. When we looked more closely, however, we real- 
ized we were still covering topics and supplying facts, just in more 
interesting ways. The units still compartmentalized knowledge 
by subject area or concept. Our goal was an integrated curricu- 
lum, but what we had created was a correlated curriculum. While 
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the activities were related to each other because they were all on 
the same topic (for example, kites), they did not build on each 
other or support students in pursuing their own questions. 

In addition, the topics of the units often seemed trite and the 
connections between activities and the topic forced. We felt as 
though we were engaged in activities at the expense of critical 
and in-depth knowing of larger conceptual issues. Even though 
students had more choice, they were primarily engaged in gath- 
ering sets of facts on narrow topics and questions. 

As teachers, we spent a lot of time inventing activities and 
creating the curriculum. Because the units were limited, by our 
own knowledge of the topics, student research stayed safely within 
what we already knew; students were assumed to be discovering 
what was already known. We remained within a deficit model of 
learning in which we assumed the unit would teach students what 
they didn’t know and take them from a more confused to less 
confused state (Dewey, 1938). Although the package was more 
attractive, we were still developing the curriculum and delivering 
it to kids. 

The tensions we felt in our use of theme units remained vague 
until we realized that we had changed our actions as teachers but 
not our belief systems. Our movement away from the belief that 
we needed to “cover” topics began when we examined the ways 
in which we go about learning and inquiry in our own lives. Just 
as our assumptions about reading and writing changed once re- 
searchers looked at how people actually read and write outside 
of school, so our beliefs were challenged once we asked ourselves 
how we lived as inquirers in the world. 

Exploring Our Understandings about Inquiry 

One of our first insights was that inquiry is a process of both 
problem posing and problem solving (Freire, 1985). Inquiry in- 
volves becoming immersed in a particular topic, having time to 
explore that topic in order to generate questions that are signifi- 
cant to the learner, and systematically investigating those ques- 
tions. Educators have acted on the assumption that research begins 
with a question. Students are asked to immediately identify what 
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they know and what they want to know about a topic and then 
quickly choose a subtopic and gather facts. They are able to stay 
close to what they already know and believe. Although they may 
end up with interesting information, they are not pushed to con- 
sider questions of broader and deeper significance because there 
isn’t time to explore and find those questions. Inquiry is not just 
a matter of finding a problem, but of having time to find a prob- 
lem significant for that learner. 

We knew from our own inquiry that finding the question 
often is the most difficult aspect of our research and occurs quite 
late in the process. We begin with an area of interest that we 
explore, and the specific question grows out of that exploration 
rather than preceding it. Sometimes we do begin with questions, 
but those questions change, and we discover new questions and 
issues through our explorations (see Figure 2.8). 

Creating a visual model of curriculum as inquiry allows us to 
see that inquiry is an entire process that cuts across three knowl- 
edge sources — personal, system, and signs (Harste, 1993) — just 
as reading is an entire process that cuts across the cueing sys- 
tems. It is not separated into different subject areas with separate 
activities, facts, procedures, and concepts to be added up to cover 
the topic. 

At the heart of inquiry is personal and social knowing, the 
knowledge that learners bring from their personal experiences of 
living in the world and being part of specific cultural groups and 
social contexts. Inquiry can only begin with what learners al- 
ready know, perceive, and feel. All voices need to be heard, in- 
cluding those with whom teachers might disagree. The inquiry 
process allows learners to reflect, critique, and take further ac- 
tion, but they need to begin with their current beliefs. 

The second knowledge source is the knowledge systems such 
as history, biology, and economics. These knowledge systems were 
constructed by humans as a way to structure knowledge to make 
sense of the world, just as grammar emerged as the structural 
system of language so that humans could communicate. They 
developed because a group of scholars shared a set of questions 
and a domain of intellectual inquiry and over time created a set 
of questions about the world, ways of researching those ques- 
tions, and a continuously evolving body of knowledge. 
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Figure 2.8. Curriculum as inquiry (Short & Harste, 1996). 



We see two major differences between knowledge systems 
and the content areas as traditionally taught in schools and uni- 
versities. The first concerns what is considered significant. The 
content areas in schools have taken the broader knowledge sys- 
tems and reduced them to isolated skills, facts, and concepts. 
What is significant about knowledge systems, however, is not the 
specific pieces of information bufthe alternative perspectives each 
system provides about the world. Each knowledge system looks 
at the world through a different lens and asks a different set of 
questions about the same event. These systems also provide us 
with different methods of research and different tools to use in 
those investigations. 

The second major difference is that content areas are taught 
as separate entities. Instead of teaching each area separately and 
developing science units and social studies units to cover particu- 
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lar facts and concepts, inquiry involves the simultaneous use of 
multiple knowledge systems. The focus is on bringing multiple 
perspectives from within and across many knowledge systems to 
an issue or topic, not on using the topic to teach a particular 
subject area. 

The third knowledge source is sign systems, which are alter- 
native ways of creating and communicating meaning with oth- 
ers, such as language, mathematics, music, art, movement, and 
drama (Eisner, 1982; Leland & Harste, 1994). All of these sys- 
tems are basic ways of making and sharing meaning, but they 
allow humans to know and communicate different meanings 
about the world. Outside of school, multiple sign systems are 
commonly used simultaneously. In schools, however, one system 
at a time is taught, often separate from the thematic focus of the 
classroom. Inquiry involves having all sign systems available so 
that students can use the ones that best meet their own purposes 
at any point in time (Berghoff, 1993; Clyde, 1994). This realiza- 
tion has led us to question the writing workshop because of its 
exclusive emphasis on students constructing meaning through 
language. We are interested in a studio time during which stu- 
dents can select the sign systems most appropriate for their mean- 
ings and their inquiries. 

Through inquiry, students come to new understandings that 
are temporary rather than final answers. Students do not cover 
the topic; instead, they begin a lifelong inquiry, and so their un- 
derstandings and questions continue to grow and deepen in com- 
plexity over time. We believe that progress in inquiry is marked 
by new questions to ask, because answers last only until learners 
have time to ask new questions and until more compelling theo- 
ries are generated. Learners don’t inquire to eliminate alterna- 
tives, but to find more functional understandings, create diversity, 
and broaden their thinking. They don’t go from more confused 
to less confused; they move on to new questions that are more 
complex and reflect deeper insights. These questions cannot be 
framed ahead of time by teachers and experts: students have to 
be involved from the beginning. Educators have learned how to 
build curriculum for and from students; the challenge they now 
face is how to negotiate curriculum with students. 
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Inquiry involves a major shift in thinking. Instead of using 
the theme as a rationale for teaching reading, writing, and con- 
tent, the knowledge systems and sign systems become tools for 
exploring and researching students’ questions. The major focus 
is on inquiry itself, not the traditional subject area distinctions 
that have dominated the curriculum through both textbook and 
theme unit approaches. This shift involves using many of the same 
materials and activities that were part of theme units but for dif- 
ferent purposes and within a different theoretical frame. This 
shift is a difficult one to make, and we continuously find our- 
selves moving back into previous ways of thinking. Although it 
is beyond the scope of this chapter to provide specific de- 
scriptions of classrooms based in inquiry, some of our initial 
explorations in classrooms are described in Copenhaver, 1993; 
Short & Armstrong, 1993; Crawford etal., 1994; Short & Harste, 
1996. 



Education for Democracy 

This model of curriculum as inquiry indicates that the pragmatic 
context of the school and classroom makes a difference in in- 
quiry. The classroom contexts and social relationships that most 
powerfully support inquiry are those based in education for de- 
mocracy (Edelsky, 1994). Inquiry is theoretically based on col- 
laborative relationships, not the hierarchies of control common 
in most schools. While our long-term goal is to work toward 
changes in the overall structures of schools, in the short term we 
have worked at changing our own classrooms and our relation- 
ships with students. Because education for democracy is essen- 
tial to inquiry, the phrase “collaborative inquiry” becomes 
redundant because inquiry is at heart a collaborative process. 

Pat Shannon (1993) defines a democracy as a system in which 
people participate meaningfully in the decisions that affect their 
lives. It involves a participation and negotiation among equals in 
which participants are not just given a choice among options 
determined by others behind the scenes, but are part of the think- 
ing behind the scenes. 
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We believe that education for democracy involves these es- 
sential properties: (1) assuming that people are naturally inquisi- 
tive; (2) realizing that the significance of learning lies both in 
what you do and why you do it; (3) understanding that accepting 
a new alternative does not mean devaluing the contributions of 
current and past beliefs; (4) realizing that each individual has a 
personal responsibility for critiquing and envisioning; (5) taking 
responsibility for problem posing; and (6) valuing and seeking 
diversity, not sameness. 

We are particularly concerned with valuing and seeking di- 
versity so that difference is seen not as a problem to be solved, 
but as offering new potentials for a group of learners. The role of 
the school in society has often been viewed as producing a model 
citizen. We find ourselves in disagreement not with the goal of 
producing contributing citizens, but with the belief that this 
“model” citizen is monocultural, with particular characteristics 
that are the same for everyone. This view of a model citizen led 
initially to a “melting pot approach” in which schools made no 
adjustments to accommodate student backgrounds but insisted 
that all individuals be “ready” for schools. The curriculum was 
predetermined and students did all of the adjusting or they were 
left behind (Banks, 1991). 

In some schools, the current focus on diversity has led to 
changes, most notably the willingness to take into account the 
different life experiences that students bring with them to school. 
Starting from students’ own life experiences, building on these 
experiences, and recognizing their cultural diversity has increas- 
ingly become part of the curriculum. While culture has been de- 
fined most frequently in terms of ethnicity or race, we believe 
that culture also includes gender, socioeconomic class, religion, 
language, type of community, and so on — the many ways in which 
we live and think in the world. 

Diversity has been recognized not only in terms of the life 
experiences students bring to school, but also in how they learn. 
In some schools, teachers have adapted their ways of teach- 
ing and their expectations for how students will go about their 
learning. Students are encouraged to express themselves 
through art and drama, for example, and not just language. 
They are also able to function as bilingual learners, using the 
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language that best fits their needs and thinking for particular 
learning events. 

The valuing of diversity currently breaks down, however, 
when outcomes are considered. Schools recognize and use the 
differences that exist between students to shape the same model 
citizen. Students are led to believe that schools value who they 
are, but then they are forced toward a mainstream model of a 
citizen; the valuing of diversity is used merely as a way to begin 
the conversation, but then students are funneled down to the 
same standards. Diversity is fine as long as students can speak 
standard English, write a persuasive essay, and pass the stan- 
dardized tests. Although democracy is rooted in diversity, schools 
aren’t comfortable with that diversity because it builds on 
strengths, and schools can’t always predict what the variations 
will be or determine the exact outcomes, leaving educators feel- 
ing nervous and uncomfortable. 

Schools have recognized and accepted diversity but have not 
respected or acted on difference as essential to learning and de- 
mocracy. We believe that it is difference, not sameness, that makes 
a democracy strong. Through building on the different ways of 
thinking and living in the world that students bring to the class- 
room, schools can open new possibilities for those students’ lives. 
Everyone’s strengths need to be used to create new possibilities 
in classrooms. The focus should not be on compromise or major- 
ity rule, but on attending to and acting on difference in order to 
build a true democracy that values everyone’s contribution and 
supports each student in developing his or her own potentials. 



Taking Control of Our Inquiry as Educators 

These change stories about our inquiries as educators are not 
meant to reflect an either/or position of wrong versus right ap- 
proaches to curriculum. We do not believe that we have “arrived” 
at some kind of superior understanding. Along with other educa- 
tors, our understandings are always in process. We do not take 
the deficit view that educators must make changes in their teach- 
ing because something is wrong with that teaching. Change is 
the result of a stance of continuous inquiry, and we view our- 
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selves and other teachers as professional learners. 

For us, these change stories reflect the examination and trans- 
formation of beliefs and actions that are a constant part of our 
lives as teachers and learners. These stories are a reminder that 
v^e need to examine critically both our beliefs and actions. We 
need to pay attention to the tensions we feel about our teaching 
and take time to explore them. While most of our inquiry will 
involve examining our actions and exploring new potential ac- 
tions based on our current beliefs, we remain open to the possi- 
bility that we may also need to explore different belief systems. 
We may need to take a leap to new beliefs and practices, so we 
continually critique our thinking and actions and acknowledge 
our feelings of tension and our sense that something is wrong. 

There is great danger in believing that we have found the 
best way to teach and therefore becoming complacent. While 
most educators begin the change process by changing their teach- 
ing practice and noting what occurs, that change often leads to 
more substantial changes as their beliefs are challenged. If they 
believe that these first steps are all they need to take, they may 
miss the opportunity for inquiry that will lead them to even more 
powerful understandings. These change stories have made us more 
aware of where we are in our own thinking and provided us with 
strategies for continuing to push our thinking. By taking the per- 
spective that curriculum is inquiry, we find ourselves in a state of 
continual learning and growth. 

The stories of change also highlight the forces emanating from 
the publishing industry, from much of educational research, and 
from existing school structures to reform curriculum in ways that 
do not fundamentally change how schooling is done. These forces 
work hard to convince educators that adding a practice and a 
new set of materials constitute substantial change and reform in 
schools. The writing workshop is thus reduced to a set of precise 
steps for “how to do writing process.” Literature approaches 
become a new set of literature anthologies with literature logs 
(workbooks in disguise) and cooperative learning groups or 
whole-class discussions. Literature circles become simply a re- 
placement for reading-ability groups and a better way to teach 
reading, rather than collaborative inquiry by readers on life it- 
self. Inquiry-based curriculum is reduced to asking students what 
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they want to study and setting up a sequence of research steps 
while maintaining the dominance of traditional subject areas. 

These forces make it easy to maintain the status quo and 
convince educators that they do not need to critically examine 
and question their beliefs as well as their practices. There is a 
need for teachers to seek wider options and not rely solely on the 
programs packaged and delivered to them. Many times the best 
of the current knowledge in the field is put together to create a 
set of procedures, activities, materials, and training workshops 
that is packaged for delivery. These programs are appealing be- 
cause theoretically most educators agree with much of what they 
contain. The problem is that the packages close down alterna- 
tives — shut down the inquiry of educators. They represent a 
movement away from, not toward, difference. Educators need to 
control their own inquiry so that they can ask questions that 
really matter in their lives as educators, just as students need to 
ask questions that are significant in their lives. 

We are incredibly nervous about inquiry. We have come to 
believe that curriculum as inquiry fundamentally questions how 
schooling is done. It changes our relationships with students, 
colleagues, families, the community, other educators, and soci- 
ety. It changes how we view knowledge and the role of knowl- 
edge systems and sign systems in schools. 

Returning to Miss Elizabeth and her kite, we are convinced 
that we can’t let go of that kite and go back to our comfortable 
rockers. We have to follow the kite to make sure we don’t lose 
our vision of a democratic education. We have to act and work 
toward that vision, not release it and let it escape. Instead of 
letting go of her kite. Miss Elizabeth needs to learn to fly it. 
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The Journey from Pedagogy 
to Politics: Taking Whole 
Language Seriously 

Susan M. Church 

Halifax Regional School Board, Novia Scotia 



I t has been more than two decades since I first encountered the 
ideas that subsequently became associated with whole lan- 
guage. When Frank Smith turned conventional wisdom on its 
head in his keynote address at a reading conference in 1976, I 
guess I was ready to be convinced that what I was doing in the 
name of literacy instruction was not very helpful to many stu- 
dents. Smith’s (1978) notions about the importance of nonvisual 
information in reading made sense to me, so, unlike many of my 
colleagues who resisted the message, clinging to their skills-based 
models of reading, I set out to find out more about these new and 
intriguing ideas. What I did not realize at the time was that I was 
embarking on a long journey, a journey that began with rethink- 
ing how I taught reading; changed direction slightly as I expanded 
my understanding of literacy learning to include writing, oral 
language, and other communication systems; and eventually 
evolved into an ongoing effort to advance the political agenda I 
now believe is inherent to whole language. 

I have felt an increasing sense of urgency about that agenda 
for some time as I have observed what has been happening to 
literacy education in Nova Scotia, where I have lived and worked 
since 1979. Once an area that educators visited to learn about 
whole language, the province is caught up in conflicting and cha- 
otic movements: back to basics, fiscal restraints, restructuring, 
site-based management, business and media attacks on educa- 
tion, national and provincial testing, and on and on. Demoral- 
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ized by constant criticism, wage rollbacks, increasing class sizes, 
and ever more challenging students, many teachers have come to 
view whole language as a passing phenomenon, either too diffi- 
cult to understand and implement or not compatible with the 
demands being made on them for greater accountability — espe- 
cially calls for evidence that students have mastered “the basics.” 
Colleagues in other parts of Canada tell similar stories. Child- 
centered learning, a term widely used in the early 1990s to de- 
scribe preferred practice, has now been expunged from the official 
discourse of curriculum documents. Even “process” has taken 
on negative connotations in this outcome-driven world. Several 
years ago, a publisher’s representative told me that the editors in 
his company decided to delete all references to whole language 
and child-centered learning from manuscripts in an effort to gain 
acceptance in districts where those ways of talking about teach- 
ing and learning had fallen into disfavour. He also offered sober- 
ing statistics on the money the company had been making on the 
sale of spelling workbooks in many parts of Canada. How quickly 
we have slipped back. 

Bringing whole language philosophy to life in the classroom, 
a difficult and complex task at the best of times, has become 
increasingly challenging within the current educational, social, 
and political context. Walmsley and Adams (1993) documented 
some of the realities of whole language for teachers in New York 
state where, like Nova Scotia, the movement has a relatively long 
history. In a series of interviews, teachers reflected on the com- 
plexities associated with implementing whole language in their 
classrooms, many expressing pessimism about the possibility that 
the philosophy would ever gain wide acceptance. There are a 
number of factors the teachers felt would inhibit its growth: 

The validity of teachers having different (even traditional) ideas 
about how to teach; lack of collegial, parent, district, even state 
support for whole language; the widespread misconceptions about 
whole language held even by teachers professing to practice it; 
the draining, time-consuming nature of preparing and managing 
a whole language program; the reluctance of schools to make 
systemic changes in their programs; the inability of whole lan- 
guage to guarantee satisfactory results in traditional assessments 
(or at least the perception that it cannot guarantee results); and 
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finally, the threat posed by a traditional view of schooling that 
singles out whole language as one more reason to “get back to 
basics.” (Walmsley &c Adams, 1993, pp. 278-79) 

One grade 4 teacher quoted in Walsley and Adams summed up 
the situation as follows: “I think that whole language will con- 
tinue, but it will be a very small movement; and I think that the 
majority of teachers in the United States will never know what it 
is, much less learn to do it” (p. 272). 

For someone like me, who has dedicated the better part of 
her career to promoting progressive and critical practices of lit- 
eracy teaching and learning, that kind of remark is troubling. It 
is also remarkably prescient, given what has happened to whole 
language in the past five years. Her ideas are not unlike the ones 
I hear in my own community from equally perceptive teachers 
who themselves continually struggle to create whole language 
contexts in their classrooms. Many are saying, “How can we 
sustain*what we have accomplished? How can we head off the 
seemingly inevitable shift back toward reductionist theories and 
practices? Where should we put our energies?” 

For me, an even more basic question is. How and why did 
we get here? And following from that. Could we have done any- 
thing differently? Twenty years ago, as we found ourselves car- 
ried along with the excitement of new ideas and new ways of 
working in our classrooms, none of us could have imagined how 
much the context would change in a relatively short time. As I 
look back on that time, when small groups of Nova Scotian teach- 
ers first began working with Judith Newman, David Doake, 
Andrew Manning, and others from the local universities, it seems 
idyllic in comparison to today. I was fortunate to become associ- 
ated with a community of learners, comprising university faculty 
and educators from the school system, who supported each other’s 
ongoing inquiry into teaching and learning. We read, wrote, 
talked, and struggled toward new insights about literacy educa- 
tion and eventually about all education. For most of us, whole 
language has been about continually reinventing what we be- 
lieve and how we teach; the prospect of going “back to the ba- 
sics,” or to anything else for that matter, is unthinkable. 

I know, however, that the idea of returning to the past is 
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appealing, not just to the business and media critics of whole 
language, but to educators as well. The emphasis on ‘‘skills” and 
on the revival of practices, such as phonics first, that teachers 
perceive “worked better” than whole language provides ample 
evidence of the romance with the past. Several years ago (Church, 
1994), I wrote about our propensity to see educational change as 
a series of pendulum swings, and offered some evidence that many 
parents and teachers are only too willing to swing back from 
what they see as a wrongheaded move toward whole language. 
That piece and earlier ones (Church, 1992; Newman & Church, 
1990) represent my struggle to understand why the history of 
whole language in Nova Scotia, and I suspect in many other places, 
unfolded as it did. How did a generative theory of literacy learn- 
ing become a divisive, polarizing force? Why is there such a wide- 
spread belief that whole language practices do not help children 
become skilled language users? Why did the growth of whole 
language seem to spawn camps, in-groups and out-groups, and 
endless orthodoxies about what teachers should and should not 
do in their classrooms ? Some of the myths about whole language 
persist in beliefs such as that one should never tell a student how 
to spell a word; always have students work in groups; never teach 
directly; always give students choices; and many others. 

Clearly there are no simple answers to these questions, but, 
as I have inquired into the Nova Scotia experience with whole 
language and have attempted to place it in the broader context 
of educational change, I have been able to make better sense of 
what has happened. First, I have come to see how attempts to 
implement whole language philosophy from the top down in hi- 
erarchical school systems have often been divisive and polariz- 
ing, largely because the approaches have been inconsistent with 
the learning beliefs that underlie whole language. Second, I have 
learned how essential it is that those of us who espouse whole 
language and other progressive practices look within for the source 
of many of the problems we face (Church, 1996). Arriving at 
these insights has been a sometimes painful process of confront- 
ing my own beliefs and practices as they have played out in my 
work. Learning for me has been a series of what Judith Newman 
calls “critical incidents” (1987, p. 727), those happenings (a few 
words spoken, a question asked, an unexpected reaction) that 
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cause me to ask myself, What’s going on here? Newman describes 
the incidents as “stories used as tools for conducting research on 
ourselves.” I offer the following incidents as examples of the power 
of this process. 



Becoming Political the Hard Way 



My experiences of growing into whole language through involve- 
ment in a learning community were unusual. Most teachers in 
Nova Scotia came to it through district or provincial inservices 
developed as part of the implementation of a new curriculum 
guide, Language Arts in the Elementary School (Novia Scotia 
Department of Education, 1986, p. 1), which mandated program- 
ming consistent with “an integrated approach and a holistic per- 
spective.” At that time, most teachers developed their programs 
around one or more basal reading series, most of which reflected 
a skills-based model of literacy. Although some teachers had be- 
gun to incorporate more writing, drawing on the work of Graves 
(1983), in most classrooms reading instruction dominated. In my 
district, the inservice sessions revolved around introducing teach- 
ers to a theory of reading based on the work of Smith (1978, 
1982), Goodman (1967), and others, and helping them explore 
an integrated model of literacy that included writing and oral 
language. Many of the sessions focused on new practices: brain- 
storming, semantic webbing, big books, reading and writing con- 
ferences, and so forth. Often presenters used cornparison charts 
to show how the “new” approach differed from the “old” ways 
of teaching. The district also provided new resources in the form 
of literature-based, integrated language arts programs. 

About the time I assumed responsibility for coordinating lan- 
guage arts for the district in 1988, it became obvious that the 
change effort was running into difficulties. After two years of 
district staff development, the responsibility for continued imple- 
mentation had devolved to schools and individual teachers. While 
some continued to explore both theory and practice, ownership 
by schools of the new curriculum was tenuous. From the begin- 
ning, there were serious concerns about phonics, spelling, gram- 
mar, and other “skills” because many interpreted the comparison 
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charts to mean that there should be no direct attention to lan- 
guage conventions. Many teachers struggled with how to move 
from fixed ability groups to the more flexible groupings described 
in the provincial guide. Parents raised concerns about invented 
spelling and memory reading, many expressing confusion and 
uncertainty about this radically different way of teaching. Teach- 
ers and administrators, themselves often confused and uncertain, 
frequently were unable to provide clear and convincing answers 
to parents’ questions. 

When the district determined that we needed to provide more 
guidance for teachers through a curriculum document for grades 
4 through 9, 1 decided to take a different approach. It was clear 
that the top-down inservices had not been supportive of teacher 
growth. Convinced that more directives and teaching suggestions 
would only exacerbate the situation, I gathered a committee of 
teachers and administrators to help me think through the prob- 
lem. During the next eighteen months, we met regularly to talk, 
read, and write our way to a publication we all thought would 
be an invitation to teachers. We created a learning context very 
much like a whole language classroom. We crafted our own class- 
room narratives, ones we felt demonstrated the principles of whole 
language in practice, and we invited students and other teachers 
to contribute their writing. We tried to demonstrate reflective 
practice in action by sharing not only the successes and certain- 
ties but also the problems and questions. We anticipated that our 
book. From Teacher to Teacher: Opening Our Doors, would 
generate useful professional conversations among other teach- 
ers. Committee members dreamed of starting their own small 
support or study groups within their own and neighbouring 
schools. I thought the committee work provided a powerful model 
for professional development through teacher inquiry that we 
could use to guide future change efforts. 

How naive we were! The reactions of teachers and adminis- 
trators were as far from what we had expected as they possibly 
could be. Our writing seemed to close more doors than it opened. 
Although the book helped to promote dialogue among some 
teachers, largely it was ignored, as most other system documents 
are ignored. In many schools, the principal handed the book out 
to teachers without comment. The authors became the object of 
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sarcastic and critical remarks from colleagues: “Well, you’re the 
expert, how would you get this student to write better?” or “What 
makes you such a super teacher, anyway?” Far more subtle and 
damaging was the unspoken negativity toward those who had 
been involved in the project. The authors felt alienated and upset 
when staff members dismissed their work and rebuffed their ef- 
forts to initiate interaction around the ideas in the book. 

I felt great dismay and much guilt. After all, I had led the 
teachers into the situation by initiating the writing project and 
by publicly celebrating their accomplishments through the publi- 
cation. I wondered why my attempt to move away from top- 
down implementation had actually made things worse for some 
of the best teachers in the district. What I came to understand, 
after I had some distance from the disappointment and anger, 
was how powerfully the social and political context shaped the 
experience for the administrators and teachers who were our 
audience. Because I was involved, and because many of those 
who contributed were associated with the whole language 
“camp,” teachers and administrators interpreted the document 
as more of that “whole language being pushed down our throats.” 
They reacted in a way that was quite predictable, given their 
acculturation in a hierarchical bureaucracy in which changes come 
from on high, rewards are few, and isolation is the norm. They 
resisted in the only way they knew how: they undermined and 
criticized the colleagues who had participated and who had seem- 
ingly garnered special status from that participation. A number 
of conflicting perceptions and expectations revolved around the 
project. We thought we were extending an invitation; they saw it 
as a directive. We thought we were sharing questions and in- 
quiry; they saw us as self-appointed experts. We envisioned the 
book as a celebration of learning, our own and our students; 
they interpreted the book as privileging its authors as those in 
the district with the right answers. 

For many teachers, the experience of curriculum change has 
been a series of “right” answers to questions they haven’t asked. 
In the past several years, I have talked to many teachers about 
their experiences with the implementation of whole language. 
The following comments are typical: 
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We felt everything we had done in the past was wrong. 

We were told not to teach phonics and spelling. 

We weren’t allowed to question the change; we just had to go 
along with it and keep quiet. 

I was not at all sure what I was doing, but after a couple of 
years I was afraid to ask because I figured I should know by 
then. 

The whole language experience in Nova Scotia is a case ex- 
ample of the kind of implementation that typically occurs in hi- 
erarchical systems. Constructing curriculum change within this 
kind of framework is especially problematic for whole language 
because it violates principles of learning inherent to the whole 
language philosophy. In Nova Scotia, teachers did not have op- 
portunities to build on their prior knowledge and construct mean- 
ing in ways that made sense to them. For most, there were no 
supportive social contexts within which to learn. Those who had 
diverse perspectives and points of view felt silenced; there was no 
way for dialogue to occur. The inservices were too brief and dis- 
connected; teachers had no opportunity to build a coherent theory 
on which to base their practices. If we believe in our own theo- 
ries, we should not be surprised that many teachers adopted some 
of the practices without actually understanding the underlying 
theory. We should also not be surprised that teachers expressed 
resistance and often anger when subjected to learning experi- 
ences that left them feeling confused or incompetent in the class- 
room. In retrospect, I should not have been surprised that our 
document, however well-intentioned, was seen as just another 
directive from the bureaucracy, or that the authors, although peers, 
would become implicated in negative ways through their asso- 
ciation. Other educators viewed them as somehow “moving up” 
in the power structure of the bureaucracy. 

Surely we would hope that the situation would have improved 
as researchers (Barth, 1991; Fullan, 1991, 1993; Fullan &c 
Hargreaves, 1991; Fullan &c Miles, 1992) have offered alterna- 
tive visions of educational change much more consistent with 
what whole language theory tells us about learning. Not so, if 
my experience at a conference several years ago is an example. 
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Two colleagues and I offered a session titled “Toward Whole 
Language: Collaborative Curriculum Change” in which we in- 
tended to share some of our concerns about top-down imple- 
mentations and to invite participants to consider alternatives. 
Twenty minutes before the workshop began, the room was over- 
flowing with teachers, some sitting on the floor, so anxious were 
they to hear what we had to say. Overwhelmed and surprised by 
the response, we spent a few minutes circulating in the room to 
find out why so many had chosen to attend our session. 

The comments of a group of teachers from Texas were typi- 
cal: “Our district has mandated whole language for the fall and 
we don’t even know what it is. They’ve adopted a new whole 
language basal that we have to use, but we haven’t had any 
inservice on it. We came to find out about whole language.” Later 
in the conversation, we discovered that the teachers had been 
working with someone from the university to develop ways to 
address the needs of the many students in the school whose first 
language was not English. They were surprised to discover that 
much of what they had been doing was quite consistent with 
whole language and that they knew a great deal more about this 
innovation than they had thought. We tried as best we could 
during the session to demystify whole language, encouraging the 
teachers from Texas and many others not to abandon everything 
they were currently doing but to look for ways they might build 
on their current practices, incorporating new approaches that 
seemed to meet the needs of their students. We left them with a 
reading list and our hopes that they would be able to avoid the 
mistakes made in Nova Scotia. Given what they had told us about 
the planned district and school implementations and about their 
belief that they must follow the district directives, however, we 
did not feel optimistic. 



Living with the Consequences of 
Our Own Demonstrations 

While I have grave concerns about the ways in which institu- 
tional initiatives for change seem to distort whole language, per- 
haps more disturbing are the problems that emanate from within 
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the whole language community. I have written (Church, 1994) 
about my experience at a workshop in which several colleagues 
and I led participants through a series of activities to illustrate 
how to address the “skills’’ within a literature-based program. I 
showed a videotape of a reading conference in which the teacher 
engaged actively with a student, challenging him to solve his own 
problems and to use the strategies she knew he had in his reper- 
toire. Many participants objected to the way in which the teacher 
dealt with the student, despite the evidence that the student ap- 
peared relaxed and in the end quite pleased with his accomplish- 
ments. One woman commented, “I thought whole language was 
supposed to be warm and fuzzy!” It became obvious in the sub- 
sequent conversation that many in the audience shared that view. 
Several individuals who described themselves as experienced 
whole language teachers argued that this kind of instruction was 
not consistent with the philosophy. They maintained that the 
teacher had taken control of the learning.and imposed her agenda 
on the student. 

What bothered me most about this encounter was not so 
much the differing perspectives on the videotaped lesson but the 
zealousness with which the supposed whole language teachers 
defended their position. For me, the issue of the teacher’s role in 
the whole language classroom is not so simple. Whole language 
instruction is not a clear-cut matter of supporting what students 
are doing, responding to their self-initiated attempts, and giving 
positive feedback on everything they do. I can see how that inter- 
pretation became so pervasive, given the way we often talk about 
learning in whole language classrooms. In my work with teach- 
ers, I know I have used words that imply a “hands-off” ap- 
proach — for example, ''natural learning, choice, 2 ind facilitation. 
I have heard teachers tell students not to worry about spelling; I 
have said that to students myself. I now believe we must be much 
more explicit in helping students understand how, when, and why 
spelling and other language conventions are important as part of 
becoming an effective writer. It is not enough to hope that they 
will figure out intuitively that these conventions do in truth 
“count” both in school and in the world outside school. 

Yet I also realize the hazards in using words such as explicit 
that smack of earlier versions of direct instruction and skills les- 
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sons. It can sound very much like a back-to-basics stance, espe- 
cially in a world that seems most comfortable viewing teaching 
and learning in polarities: phonics versus whole language, stu- 
dent-centered versus teacher-directed, process versus product, and 
on and on. Appealing and pervasive as these categories are, it is 
essential to resist this polarized thinking and to articulate how 
complex and difficult it is to orchestrate the power relationships 
within a whole language classroom. As Field and Jardine (1994) 
express it: 



It is clear that whole language is not merely a shift in our lan- 
guage arts theories and practices. It is caught up in a nest of 
profound political, ethical, spiritual, and ecological orientations 
of our lives. It contains powerful notions: democratization, em- 
powerment, ownership, choice, child-centeredness, authorship, 
silencing/voice, images of being public and being private, self- 
evaluation and self-expression, community and individuality. 
Given such an array, it is clear that the practice of whole lan- 
guage is a dangerous and risk-laden affair, full of implications 
and unforeseen consequences. We contend that these risks and 
dangers do not arise simply “from outside” but are part and 
parcel of whole language itself. The risks and potential dangers 
involved in handing over responsibility for writing to a group of 
eight-year-old children are not problems to be fixed. They are 
signs of the vitality and reality of the work we are doing. Even in 
the best examples of whole language theory and practice, these 
risks and dangers persist and require our interpretive caution 
and care. (Field 6c Jardine, 1994, p. 259) 



There are no easy answers to how teachers can empower 
students and at the same time make aspects of their reading, writ- 
ing, and talk problematic. There is always the risk of shifting 
into traditional teacher-pupil relationships in which students do 
what is expected of them because the teacher is in charge. Years 
ago. Smith (1981) wrote about the importance of “demonstra- 
tions” in the classroom: “Not only do we all continually demon- 
strate how the things we do are done, but we also demonstrate 
how we feel about them. What kinds of things are demonstrated 
in the classroom? Remember, children are learning all the time” 
(Smith, 1981, p. 109). 
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Our unintentional demonstrations are often much more in- 
fluential than the ones we plan. Teachers are inherently powerful 
in the classroom because we are adults and hold positions of 
authority within the institution. It is only too easy, for both stu- 
dents and teachers, to unthinkingly perpetuate hierarchical pat- 
terns. Yet, even as we attempt to structure more democratic 
relationships, we also have the responsibility to create environ- 
ments in which students become more informed and effective 
thinkers, problem solvers, and language users. We need class- 
rooms in which teachers help students learn that not all their 
writing is wonderful, that some interpretations of texts are richer 
and more compelling than others, and that citizens in a democ- 
racy committed to social justice must name and confront sexism, 
racism, and classism. To suggest that negotiating complex power 
relationships and competing agendas within the classroom will 
ever be anything but fraught with tensions and contradictions is 
to misread whole language. 

As a recognized “expert” in my area, I have become weary 
of defending whole language, usually by explaining how it really 
does include attention to the graphophonic system and to lan- 
guage conventions. While I understand the importance of pro- 
viding a more informed perspective on those instructional issues, 
given the seemingly universal concern across North America, I 
worry about the consequences. I doubt that anyone who has taken 
a leadership role within the whole language movement ever in- 
tentionally sent the message that graphophonics, spelling, or gram- 
mar was not important in literacy learning. Most of us never 
meant that teachers should back out of the classroom. Yet there 
is overwhelming evidence that a large number of teachers brought 
that interpretation to the demonstrations we offered. Now, as 
we attempt to clarify how to incorporate these aspects of lan- 
guage into literacy instruction and to articulate a more active 
role for the teacher, what might be our new unintentional dem- 
onstrations? Are we making it seem as though teachers should 
once again take control of the students’ reading and writing? Are 
we leaving the impression that there is a new right answer that 
teachers need to embrace? Are we implying that a better under- 
standing of the theory and the practice will make whole language 
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instruction “work” more easily? Or, as a colleague of mine put it 
after attending a session by one of the recognized leaders in whole 
language, “He makes it sound as though I wouldn’t be struggling 
so much if I just believed a bit harder.” 

I have a strong sense that the way to sustain whole language 
is not through explaining it better but through engaging in con- 
versations about the tensions and continual struggles of teaching 
within a whole language philosophy. Field and Jardine (1994) 
describe this as “owning our own shadow”: 

The difficulties and tensions inherent in the relation between self- 
selected topics and pedagogical responsibility are not going to go 
away, even in good examples of whole language practice. Differ- 
ently put, the appearance of such tensions is a sign that we are 
onto something real. Such shadows mean that the body of work 
we are involved in has real substance, (p. 262) 

Inquiry into these kinds of difficulties and tensions seems to pro- 
vide a potentially productive avenue of growth for the whole 
language community. Certainly, it promises to be far more fruit- 
ful than continually debating questions about the role of phonics 
and spelling in whole language classrooms. 

Taking Up a Political Agenda 

As I attempt to take up a political agenda in my own work, I find 
myself confronting tensions and contradictions not unlike the 
ones that continually emerge in a whole language classroom. At 
one point, I wrote rather glibly: 

I have come to the conclusion that I cannot advance a whole 
language agenda without also taking on a political agenda, one 
that entails profound changes in the way we view curriculum, 
leadership, school organization, our roles and relationships within 
the institution, and the change process itself. (Church, 1994, p. 

369) 

But what does that really mean for someone who has worked as 
a teacher educator and taken on a number of leadership roles in 
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a school system? Some of those roles have brought me close to 
the top of an organization that is still very hierarchical despite 
small moves to flatten the structure and shift more decision mak- 
ing to the school level. How do I, from that position of relative 
power, advance an egalitarian political agenda? In truth, I have 
not found it easy (Church, 1999). 

One major undertaking has been an ongoing effort to open 
up the conversation about literacy education within the district. 
Several years ago, I initiated dialogue with teachers and other 
professionals, primarily speech-language pathologists, about their 
perceptions of the difficulties we had been experiencing with 
whole language in the district. As we shared diverse perspectives 
on literacy learning, we found much common ground and devel- 
oped several useful collaborative projects designed to help teach- 
ers explore language -literacy connections. We invited school staffs 
to revisit literacy teaching and learning through reflection on 
questions that emerged from their work with students. By open- 
ing the conversation, we have made it safer for teachers to dis- 
cuss their beliefs and practices honestly. We have treated them as 
professionals and respected their opinions. The challenge for me, 
and for others in leadership roles, is to sustain this environment 
of trust and openness at the same time that we make certain prac- 
tices problematic for the teachers. For example, everything I know 
about literacy learning suggests that phonics lessons in isolation 
do not help students use the graphophonic system effectively for 
reading and writing. Yet some teachers believe strongly in the 
efficacy of this approach, and, indeed, in many parts of North 
America these practices have been mandated. I believe that my 
responsibility to students obligates me to help teachers find new 
ways of teaching, but if I wish to sustain a more democratic rela- 
tionship with them, I have to be careful about how I use my 
authority to try to bring about change. 

To make the situation more complicated, this attempt to re- 
shape relationships is taking place in a context in which teachers 
mistrust anyone in authority, having over the past few years seen 
several levels of administration and the provincial government 
make arbitrary and unilateral decisions about their working lives. 
Despite much rhetoric about shared decision making, empower- 
ment, and site-based management, teachers and principals are 





- 55 - 



74 



SUSAN M. CHURCH 



wary; the demonstrations have carried a contradictory message. 
The necessity of making deep budgetary cuts may further dam- 
age the fragile sense of trust that currently exists across levels of 
the organization. The fiscal crisis has only intensified the isola- 
tion, competition, and individualism that are so characteristic of 
the culture of hierarchical school systems (Fullan & Hargreaves, 
1991), as principals and teachers try to protect their own inter- 
ests in a time of increasingly scarce resources. 

The present economic and political context is not friendly to 
those of us who continue to promote the ideals of equity and 
social justice. Whole language principles and practices are not 
compatible with the corporate agenda for schools (Barlow &C 
Robertson, 1994). As difficult as it sometimes is to sustain a sense 
of possibility under these circumstances, it is essential that we do 
so. We need to use our considerable language and literacy ca- 
pacities to make ourselves heard. Those of us who occupy posi- 
tions of relative privilege and power within our institutions should, 
I think, consider seriously what it would mean if we acted on the 
advice offered by Heilbrun: 

Many of us who are privileged — not only academics in tenured 
positions, of course, but more broadly those with some assured 
place and pattern in their lives, with some financial security — are 
in danger of choosing to stay right where we are, to undertake 
each day’s routine, and to listen to our arteries hardening. I do 
not believe that death should be allowed to find us seated com- 
fortably in our tenured positions. . . . Instead, we should make 
use of our security, our seniority, to take risks, to make noise, to 
be courageous, to become unpopular. (Heilbrun, 1988, p. 131) 

Whole language has acquired a great deal of baggage over 
the years. I have contributed to an effort to recast it, to move 
beyond the obsession with phonics and spelling to focus on its 
potential to create more humane and democratic classrooms, 
schools, and school systems (Church, 1996). I continue to be- 
lieve that critical whole language philosophy can help us learn to 
live and work more happily and productively with our differ- 
ences. I was well along on my journey in whole language before 
I became aware that my pedagogical stance was also a political 
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stance. Now it seems I devote most of my time and energy to 
exploring the potential of that political agenda. As a direct result 
of critical reflection on my experiences with whole language, the 
focus of my inquiry has shifted to rethinking leadership as it is 
constituted in the discourses of educational reform. As I observe 
the collective obsession with another set of right answers — guided 
reading, running records, phonics first, etc. — I attempt to use my 
“tenured position” as a place from which to contest these sim- 
plistic notions. Surely in the early twenty-first century we under- 
stand that literacy education for our increasingly diverse and 
challenging student populations cannot be captured in any set of 
right answers, no matter how compelling or well marketed. 
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his book marks a major step in the development of the Whole 



Language Umbrella. Critiquing Whole Language and Class- 
room Inquiry continues the promotion of the universalized vir- 
tue of process through inquiry, yet it seeks to add principle or 
direction to the agency of our teaching. When coupled With the 
two questions from the last day of the 1994 San Diego Whole 
Language Umbrella of NCTE Annual Conference — Has Whole 
Language Become Too Nice? and Should Curriculum Be Front 
Loaded with Issues of Justice and Equity f — we’re asked to con- 
sider the political interests of our work — and the consequences 
of our and our students’ inquiry. What exactly are we critiquing 
or inquiring into — niceness or justice and equity? Although this 
choice captures some of the discussions within the Whole Lan- 
guage Umbrella, if not the movement, unless we are clear about 
what we mean by niceness, justice, and equity, it will do little to 
inform our decisions and actions. 

Let me be clear. We cannot choose to act outside of politics, 
because all of our teaching is political. When you decide which 
books to have in your classroom or to read to your students, you 
make a political statement. When you decide how to relate with 
your students, their parents, or your peers, you make a political 
statement. When you arrange your classroom, you make a politi- 
cal statement. When you speak about the world to your students 
or choose to remain silent, you make a political statement. In 



A version of this chapter was delivered as a speech at the Whole Language 
Umbrella Conference, Phoenix, Arizona, July 1994. 
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each case, within every act, we make decisions about whose sto- 
ries will be told, who will do the telling, how the stories will be 
valued, and which symbols will represent what meaning. All of 
these decisions reflect and influence the power relationships among 
individuals and social groups within and outside of classrooms. 
In short, politics doesn’t have to be brought to school, classrooms, 
or teaching because it’s already there. We are all political agents, 
but just what types of politics do we practice through our work? 



The Politics of Niceness 

To my mind, inquiry into niceness is an attempt to ignore the 
politics of our work. According to this position, politics — issues 
of power — are considered “not nice”: a dirty business that teach- 
ers and children should avoid. Rather, teachers should just “let 
children be children.” In a way, advocates of this position echo 
Jean-Jacque Rousseau’s negative education, in which children are 
kept from society until they have developed sufficient self-knowl- 
edge and love to enable them to be educated as caring, empathetic 
citizens. This is part of the rationale for separating primary from 
middle schools, rating movies, and regulating children’s access to 
ideas through curriculum. Ironically, Rousseau considered literacy 
to be the catalyst for this transition from personal to social life, 
while many advocates of the “let children be children” philoso- 
phy see literacy as a primary way to explore the personal. Within 
this framework, student agency is limited to self-discovery and 
individual gratification without the attendant push toward any 
social understanding or civic responsibility beyond getting along 
with peers and sharing one’s stories. 

I question this fixed position about the nature of childhood 
as well as the consequences of the phrase “let children be chil- 
dren.” Childhood is a social category, not a biological or even a 
psychological fact. (The contextualists tell us that young writers 
and readers have similar, but less sophisticated, intentions for 
their literacy as adults. We can’t have it both ways, can we?) 
According to historians, the idea of childhood did not even exist 
before the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. During the Middle 
Ages, children were mixed with adults as soon as they were con- 
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sidered capable of doing without their mothers. Although this 
may not seem to be the ideal circumstance for young people, it 
does attest to the historical relativity of the idea of childhood. 

During the early seventeenth century, American children had 
a critical economic function: they were a vital part of the family 
labor force. While adults were deeply concerned about young 
people’s religious and moral welfare, there were no institutions, 
except the church, designed to assist parents in these matters. 
With changes in commerce and industry, middle-class families 
began to view children as consumers rather than producers in 
the economy. Since not all men would be farmers and not all 
women would be wives, schools took a greater interest in young 
people’s preparation for life. Children of lesser means, however, 
continued to enter the workforce as soon as they were able. 

In cities it was not always possible to find work, and as fami- 
lies felt the economic and social strains of urbanization and in- 
dustrialization, many urban families fell apart, leaving children 
homeless and destitute. As early as 1825, the New York House 
for Refuge provided the same services for children as the work- 
house did for the adult destitute. (This “solution” has been reit- 
erated recently; see Murray, 1984.) By 1850 the Children’s Aid 
Society was sweeping children off city streets and shipping them 
off to waiting western families, in which they became vital parts 
of the family economies. During the twentieth century, changes 
in economic conditions warranted federal legislative answers to 
child labor, poverty, and homelessness. Yet, according to the 
Children’s Defense Fund (1991), all three problems still exist for 
many U.S. children. 

This evolution of the idea of childhood pertains only to white 
males. Females; immigrants; Native, African, Asian, and Hispanic 
Americans; and other children’s lives were and are mediated by 
gendei; race, and social class biases. For example, female chil- 
dren were only recently considered capable of socialization to- 
ward paid work. African and African American children endured 
two hundred years of slavery, and then an additional one hun- 
dred years of apartheid. Many Native American children still 
must separate themselves from their families in order to attend 
school, although now most often the curricula no longer attempt 
to forcibly suppress their cultures and languages. Even these quali- 
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fications disregard ethnic, language, or regional variations in the 
notion of childhood. In this historical light, what do whole lan- 
guage advocates mean by claiming that whole language should 
be nice and let children be children? I believe they are perpetuat- 
ing a romanticized and nostalgic view of childhood, most nota- 
bly a middle- and upper-class white male version in which children 
are all sweetness and light. While I can stretch my childhood into 
one of these fantasies, I now realize that it came on the back of 
my father, who started work in a lumber camp at eleven years of 
age driving draft horses, and of my mother, who was able to 
forego paid work to make a home by the time I was born. When 
I was a child, we had apples and grapes because migrant families 
came every September to pick them from orchards in our county 
and the counties to the west, and from vineyards in the counties 
south of us. We had milk and corn because farm families worked 
from early morning until after dinner in our township. We had 
clothes and heat because families worked in fields, mills, and 
mines in the states south of New York. Although the location of 
much of the labor has changed recently, it’s often still children 
who are doing this work today. 

To “remember” my idyllic childhood, I must forget the Ko- 
rean and Vietnam Wars, bomb shelters, and reactions to the civil 
rights and women’s movements. I must overlook the biases that 
led us to fight with children from other ethnic groups in and 
around our town. I must ignore the separation of the children 
whose families owned their houses from those that rented in our 
neighborhood, and the alcohol abuse of fathers, mothers, and 
teenagers. 

To overcome such a childhood, I must deny what Walt Disney 
“told” me and what I saw on Leave It to Beaver, That childhood 
did not help me or others become caring, empathetic citizens, as 
we have witnessed during local, state, and federal elections over 
the last two decades. On whose back and through what amnesia 
shall we let today’s middle- and upper-class young white people 
remain children? As journalist Alex Kotlowitz (1991) has sug- 
gested in the title of his book about two African American boys 
growing up in the Henry Holmes public housing projects in Chi- 
cago: There Are No Children Here, Because of the social conse- 
quences of difference in the United States, the lives of many 
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children — in fact, of most children — are not as nice as “let chil- 
dren be children” advocates seem to imagine. 

Politics of Justice and Equity 

Issues of justice and equity that invite both understanding and 
action within a curriculum can help students and their teachers 
address those consequences of difference and, perhaps, alter the 
causes so that children’s lives can be more humane and fair. This 
takes a certain kind of political agency because the relationship 
between being interested in justice and equity and effecting change 
in causes and consequences is not often straightforward. That is, 
if we are not careful, our actions can actually work against rather 
than for the justice and equity we desire for those outside the 
mainstream. This is particularly true when teachers and students 
blindly cede their agency to the modernist tools of the law, edu- 
cational science, or the market without carefully interrogating 
just what benefits result and who receives them. Perhaps three 
extended examples will help make this point clearer. 

Law 

At the turn of the century, French critic and children’s author 
Anatole France (1894) wrote, “The law, in its majestic equality, 
forbids the rich as well as the poor to sleep under bridges, to beg 
in the streets, and to steal bread” (92), France’s remark makes 
the law and its implied neutrality problematic for me. Set in this 
context, equality does not seem to be the ideal toward which we 
should strive, because it leaves previous inequalities intact while 
at the same time frustrating any attempts to alter those inequali- 
ties by characterizing any such attempts as attacks on the ideal 
of equality. Requirements that we ignore the past and treat the 
have-nots the same as the haves means that we can never ap- 
proach fairness among human beings through legal justice. 

The rich sleep in their own beds, beg only for charities, and 
eat well. Their consuming, begging, and stealing are called “just 
good business,” They can act this way, or have “lifestyles,” be- 
cause of past states of inequality and the ways in which the ma- 
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terial consequences of that past pay out today. This unequal his- 
tory means that substantial segments of our society and the world’s 
population sleep where they are able (while banks build strip 
malls across the United States), subsist by their wits (while gov- 
ernments build, buy, and sell armaments), and are hungry (while 
farmers are paid not to grow crops). 

Because in the United States not everybody is born into the 
same physical, economic, and social environments, people who 
apply the rubric of legal equality after the fact have an ironic 
sense of fairness. When you don’t have to search for shelter or 
beg or steal to survive, it’s much easier to feel justified in your 
enforcement of standards in life on which we may all agree ab- 
stractly and philosophically. When viewed from above, the law 
seems impartial, equality means that everyone is treated the same, 
and justice appears obvious. “Of course, squatting, begging, and 
stealing must be stopped,” we tell each other. Yet the consequences 
of acting on these beliefs mean that the rich get richer while the 
poor get poorer — all in the name of the law and equality. 

This unfair fact of our lives, I believe, makes Anatole France’s 
use of the adjective majestic slightly cynical. Americans are often 
certain and complacent about the majesty of our laws, equality, 
and lives. “The system works,” proclaimed George Bush just af- 
ter the first Rodney King verdict, and just before the subsequent 
Los Angeles uprising. “That’s how [the system] ’s supposed to 
work,” says Robert Dole after he championed a filibuster in the 
U.S. Senate to stop the 1993 Health Care Reform Bill. Yes, it 
works — it works to protect privilege and to prevent fairness, even 
in schools. 

This is the fortieth anniversary of the Brown v. Board of 
Education Supreme Court decision that, according to Thurgood 
Marshall, was supposed to end apartheid in U.S. schools within 
six months. Prior to that ruling, schooling served as the deciding 
example in the Plessy u Ferguson Supreme Court decision of 1896: 

The most common instance of social, not political, separation is 
connected with the establishment of separate schools for white 
and colored children, which has been held to be a valid exercise 
of legislative power even by courts in states where the political 
rights of the colored race have been longest and most earnestly 
enforced. 
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The first Supreme Court test case (Gumming u Richmond 
County Board of Education [1899]) set limits even on the sepa- 
rate equality African Americans might enjoy by using the Plessy 
V, Ferguson ruling to majority advantage. The Supreme Court 
ruled unanimously that African Americans could not force school 
boards to open separate but equal schools if the board was act- 
ing on financial considerations and not according to open hostil- 
ity toward African Americans. According to this ruling, schools 
would be separate — blacks could not attend white schools — and 
if the district could find the money to build a school for blacks, it 
had to be equal. 

The Brown v. Board of Education decision seemed to change 
the meaning of equality in schools and in the United States. After 
1954 every child in a neighborhood or centralized district would 
attend the same school. However, as Jonathan Kozol (1992) 
showed us, school districts have not acted with all deliberate speed 
to desegregate schools. And the “majestic” equality of the law 
has everything to do with this. For example, in the 1973 Su- 
preme Court case San Antonio Independent School District v. 
Rodriguez, unequal funding among adjacent school districts was 
challenged under the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth 
Amendment of the U.S. Constitution. The Supreme Court de- 
cided five to four that the Constitution’s equal protection clause 
does not require absolute dollar-for-dollar equality among dis- 
tricts and that equal schooling, like health care, is not an undeni- 
able right protected by the Constitution. Children only get the 
schooling that their public can pay for, but they must get that. 
Rich and poor need not get identical schooling opportunities. 

The 1974 Milliken v. Bradley Supreme Court decision de- 
nied the comparison of the racial balance between adjacent school 
districts. Lower courts ruled that because the Detroit school dis- 
trict had segregated schools, it and the suburban school districts 
should be combined and then divided into wedge-shaped dis- 
tricts to ensure racial balance. The Supreme Court overturned 
this decision, again five to four, reasoning that only Detroit schools 
were segregated, so only they must find a desegregation solution. 
This ruling encouraged further white flight from urban school 
districts to the suburban school districts, leaving urban schools 
without the possibility of desegregation. 
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Because children of color and white children do not start off 
equally distributed among the rich and the poor or the urban 
and the suburban, they do not attend the same schools. Towns 
and school districts segregated by income (and therefore by race 
in the United States) must be afforded the majestically equal treat- 
ment under the law. In this way. Brown v. Board of Education 
must be applied objectively in all cases, and therefore it has had 
the opposite effect of that which its originators intended. By not 
allowing the history and economics of segregation to be consid- 
ered, Brown v. Board of Education and subsequent decisions 
meant that rich and poor, whites and people of color would not 
inhabit the same neighborhoods, or even the same school dis- 
tricts — leaving the poor and people of color to suffer savage in- 
equalities while under the government’s care at school. 

Through this example, we can see that one putative tool of 
justice and equity — the law — is really a way in which past in- 
equalities are preserved. Of course, it is not the case that we would 
be better off without the amendments to the Constitution or state 
and federal laws. Some, perhaps much, good can come from them, 
but we must also recognize the systematic limits of legal justice 
as an agent for bringing about the fair and rightful treatment of 
all people. Our faith in the illusion of the disinterest and neu- 
trality of the law to solve our social, political, and economic 
problems ran — and still runs — afoul of powerful and material in- 
terests. 

If the majestic equality of the law is blind, then so is our faith 
in it. If we are to achieve fairness in and out of school, we must 
take the blindfolds off our eyes so that we can read the ways in 
which the contradictions of majestic equality in the United States 
affect all our lives. Moreover, we must write new definitions of 
justice and equity rather than rely on those currently encoded in 
the law. This is what literacy is all about: reading the texts of our 
lives in order to learn about ourselves, our histories, and our 
cultures; to connect our lives with others and the social structure 
which surrounds us; to envision and believe that things could be 
different; and to act on that new knowledge in order to construct 
a more just future for others and ourselves. This recognition that 
the law does not work for all while it does work on all redirects 
our efforts from learning about the law and ensuring that the 
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law is applied in our lives, toward discovering new ways of de- 
veloping equitable social contracts among those with whom we 
are involved. 

Educational Science 

In the opening critical remarks of the book Whole Language: 
The Debate (Smith 1994), Michael McKenna, Richard Robinson, 
and John Miller suggest that negative consequences of civil rights 
legislation for schools was predictable because educational sci- 
entists have not used “valid measures of the worthiness” of school 
desegregation to make their argument. That is, science has not 
demonstrated beyond anyone’s disbelief the necessity for students 
of color to sit next to white students in order to learn better. 
According to McKenna and his colleagues, if they had, all U.S, 
schools would be clearly and totally desegregated today. Because 
science hasn’t proved this proposition to be true, however, there 
is no valid reason to disturb the status quo. 

In fact, educational scientists have demonstrated that racially 
separate schools can be organized so that “validly measured” 
equality in educational outcomes can be produced for all races 
(see Comer, 1988). Students of color from these academies, 
schools, and preparatory programs receive scholarships to the 
best schools and colleges. This research shows that under scien- 
tifically tested conditions, when people of color are treated prop- 
erly, racially separate schools work. That is, students of color 
score similarly to their white counterparts on standardized tests. 
Conversely, when a school system does not work — scores are 
low — it is solely because of the choices that school educators and 
community members have made for it. Apparently, they choose 
“failure” by ignoring the science of successful schools. For these 
researchers, then, the question is not about whether to integrate; 
rather, it is about why some segregated schools choose to act 
irrationally in the face of scientific findings. This example repre- 
sents the position that citizens can transcend their personal inter- 
ests only through the political neutrality of science. That is, 
educators and all other citizens should relinquish their political 
agency to science, which will then direct all human actions ac- 
cording to disinterested applications of natural laws. 
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This scientistic refrain is sung by many educational scien- 
tists — ^Jean Chall (Chall, Jacobs, &C Baldwin, 1990), Michael 
Pressley (1994), Keith Stanovich (1994), Edward Kameenui 
(1993), etc. Each wants to know why educators keep debating 
about goals for schooling or literacy education and refuse to get 
down to the business of being scientifically successful with all 
students. Because they believe their findings to be politically neu- 
tral, objective, and disinterested, they want all other researchers 
and teachers to back off and let science make decisions for them. 
To a degree, whole language advocates make this claim when 
they begin to line up research results as primary support for their 
position (see Edelsky, 1990; Goodman, 1989; Stephens, 1991; 
Weaver, 1990). 

Outside this instrumental logic, educational science can be 
understood as a human artifact which must encode the inten- 
tions of its originators and advocates. As an artifact, educational 
science cannot be “politically neutral, objective, or disinterested” 
unless these terms are limited to the application of means and 
not the goals or consequences of their use. Goals are always 
couched in some larger social project. Consequences always hap- 
pen to real people with real lives and are not always directly 
within our control. Like the majestic equality of the law, science 
cannot lead us objectively toward justice, equity, or even good. 
The contradictions of unequal equality within educational sci- 
ence are perhaps best captured in two quotes from E. L. Thorndike 
at the turn of the century, but they are also imbedded in more 
recent comments: 

The judgments of science are distinguished from other judgments 
by being more impartial, more objective, more subject to verifi- 
cation by any competent observer and being made by those who 
by their nature and training should be better judges. Science knows 
or should know no favorites and cares for nothing in its conclu- 
sions but the truth. (Thorndike, 1906, p. 265) 

It may interest you to know that the first [postwar] problem cho- 
sen for investigation by the division of psychology and anthro- 
pology of the National Research Council is the problem of the 
mental and moral qualities of the different elements of the U.S. 
What does this country get in the million or more Mexican im- 
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migrants of the last four years? What has it got from Italy, from 
Russia, from Scotland and Ireland? Who are the descendants of 
the Puritans and Cavaliers and Huguenots and Dutch; and what 
are they doing for America? Psychology will do its share in an 
inventory of the human assets and liabilities of the United States, 
whenever it is asked to do so. (Thorndike, 1918, pp. 280-81) 

I believe in letting scientific evidence answer questions about the 
reading process. . . . What science actually accomplishes with its 
conception of publicly verifiable knowledge is the democratiza- 
tion of knowledge, an outcome that frees practitioners and re- 
searchers from slavish dependence on authority. (Stanovich, 1994, 

p. 280) 

The focus of this book is the reading, writing, and language de- 
velopment of elementary school children from low income fami- 
lies. Such children have been referred to as “culturally deprived,” 
“culturally different,” “urban disadvantaged,” or as living in in- 
ner cities. Occasionally, they have been referred to simply as the 
children of poor families. They are now increasingly referred to 
as “children at risk.” No matter what the label, their educational 
problem is the same — they tend to perform below norms in lit- 
eracy on national, state, and school assessments. (Chall, Jacobs, 

6c Baldwin, 1990, p. ix) 

This means the average white person tests higher than about 
eighty-four percent of the population of black and that the aver- 
age black person tests higher than about sixteen percent of the 
population. (Herrnstein &c Murray, 1994, p. 278) 

From its inception, then, and certainly into the present, edu- 
cational science has projected the “back off” mentality that at- 
tempts to shame educators from exploring “subjective” reasoning. 
Moreover, it has intended to “discover” and “evaluate” the cul- 
tural differences among human beings, apparently holding white 
males as the norm. At school, teachers and students have suf- 
fered under these century-long political projects to make these 
discoveries and enforce these evaluations. Today we need not be 
as explicit as Thorndike was at the turn of the century, because 
those intentions are built into the tools of our trade: standard- 
ized tests, commercial textbooks, and classroom routines (Luke, 
1988; Shannon, 1992). Thus, educational science is complicit in 
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all types of school and societal segregation and inequalities. And 
by the design of educational science, schooling practices in their 
version of majestic equality treat rich and poor, \vomen and men, 
white and people of color “objectively” using these tools of in- 
equality. 

Some researchers challenge the majestic equality of educa- 
tional science and its consequent tools of modern schooling. 
Denny Taylor, Carole Edelsky, Luis Moll, Susan Lytle, Sonia Nieto, 
David Bloome, Linda Christiansen, Rita Tenorio, and others of- 
fer evidence that teachers’ acknowledgment of historical inequali- 
ties leads to different results in classrooms and communities. Their 
work demonstrates how others might act when researchers refuse 
to remain disinterested in their subject or the people with whom 
they work and allow educational science and scientists to do 
business as usual. Rather, they roll up their sleeves to struggle for 
alternative practices directed toward fairness. In less overt ways, 
researchers such as Nancie Atwell, Susan Church, Karen Dahl, 
Heidi Mills, and others also challenge the status quo in educa- 
tional science and schools. 

Educational scientists’ responses to these challenges have been 
instructive. While whole language advocates have found them 
useful, interactionists have been less receptive. For example, Steven 
Stahl (1994) referred to these challenges as “Coke ads,” adver- 
tisements for personal interests that present unsubstantiated and 
biased information. Sticking to his metaphor, Stahl suggested that 
educational scientists offer Consumer Reports on all available 
alternatives on any subject. Although I believe that Stahl meant 
to discredit the challenges with these labels, his metaphor fails 
because his polar opposites — Coke ads and Consumer Reports — 
really work toward the same ends: preservation of historical in- 
equalities and the protection of privilege. 

On the surface. Coke ads seem simply to attempt to sell a 
soft drink. But because the competition among soft drink com- 
panies is fierce and the similarity of their products is great. Coke 
ads must sell more than their drink. In order to attract consum- 
ers, the Coca-Cola Company must sell a theoretical lifestyle in 
which their soft drink figures prominently. If you want the lifestyle, 
you need the soft drink. Accordingly, we find celebrities drinking 
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Coke, Coke available in exotic places, and Coke as an American 
symbol. This- selling of a lifestyle influences our construction of 
our identity, our definitions of others, and our actions. It makes 
us want to buy the world a Coke to bring perfect harmony, de- 
spite having no clue about Coke’s role in the real world. Perhaps 
this is what Stahl meant when he labeled as “Coke ads” the chal- 
lenges to surrendering our agency to educational science: they 
offer teachers and students only a subjective lifestyle. 

Yet his contrasting example. Consumer Reports (and its 
children’s edition. Zillions)^ is also a shrine to the subjective 
lifestyle of consumerism. While that magazine and the techni- 
cians behind it may attempt to treat all current available com- 
modities as majestically equal, as Stahl declares, they do nothing 
to illuminate the past inequalities which brought us to this his- 
toric juncture, when things seem to control our lives. For ex- 
ample, Consumer Reports may tell us which car it rates the 
highest, but it does nothing to enable us to read the social life of 
cars or their manufacture. That is, it doesn’t explain or offer strat- 
egies to explore past inequalities which make cars necessary, ex- 
pensive, exploitative, and dangerous. It doesn’t speak about their 
pasts at all, telling us why they damaged community life, how 
their manufacture “tailor” our lives, and which alternatives might 
alleviate these problems. In short. Consumer Reports does noth- 
ing to educate us about ourselves, our histories, others, or the 
social structure. It leaves us illiterate and agents only of con- 
sumption. In fact, it tells us to buy more things, which simply 
preserves the status quo. Just as educational scientists’ demon- 
strations that segregated educational experience can be success- 
ful do little more than send another poorly informed person into 
an unequal world, the Consumer Reports type of educational 
science sends teachers blindly into schools to maintain majestic 
equality. Both Coke ads and Consumer Reports sell the illusion 
that our lifestyles can be neutral, impartial, and disinterested in 
the world, while power and privilege, which defeat justice and 
equity, continue undeterred. 

This illusion and illiteracy distort the meaning of justice and 
equity, making them synonymous with privilege and sameness. 
To reclaim justice and equity, we must affirm, advocate, and work 
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to promote pedagogical actions which differentiate between the 
rich and the poor in order to diminish privilege in and out of 
schools. This inquiry will take us into homes, schools, hospitals, 
social service agencies, prisons, barrios, teacher groups, and wel- 
fare offices, not to find victims or to affix blame but rather to 
discover the capabilities, resilience, and agency of the people we 
find there. That is, we must record their ways and assist these 
people to resist the definitions and limitations that the law and 
science try to press on them in the name of justice and equity. 

The Market 

Informed consumers are supposed to make the marketplace a 
third tool for assuring equity and justice in the United States. 
According to capitalist logic, regardless of whether the market is 
the production of things or ideas, if left alone it will treat every- 
one the same, allowing everyone to compete for his or her right- 
ful share of income and the good life. Accordingly, equality is the 
assumed starting point of all human beings — we all have the same 
chance to compete, and when consumers make informed choices, 
valuing the most worthy goods and services above all others, 
sellers of services, things, or ideas are treated justly. In the mar- 
ket, then, our energy and agency are devoted to these struggles 
because we must compete for our lives. The market requires eco- 
nomic natural selection, and advocates ask theoretically and rhe- 
torically, “What could be more fair than that?” But in reality, the 
market, like majestic equality, meets the invisible hand. 

Schools do provide goods and services, and they are infused 
with ideas from business and industry (Callahan, 1964; Shan- 
non, 1989). Frederick Taylor’s scientific management was trans- 
lated for educators and schools during the turn of the century 
and has directed practice for better or worse since the 1920s. 
Economy of time and resources have long been the watchwords 
of school administrators; accountability in teaching and learning 
standards still drives many concerns about schooling, teaching, 
and learning; and the physical layout of schools and classrooms 
still mirrors the factory system. Only recently, however, have 
schools been measured according to the logic of the market 
(Hakim, Seidenstat, & Bowman, 1994): 
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Each school district enjoys a monopoly position with its “con- 
sumers,” the citizens who live within its boundaries. And the 
vast majority of school districts do not permit interdistrict trans- 
fers. In the parlance of business, that would be known as “con- 
spiracy in restraint of trade.” Like the teachers who work for 
schools, the students and families who are their customers must 
accept what the educational bureaucracy deigns to offer. (Kearns 
&: Doyle, 1990, p. 81) 

The public school system is a rule-driven monopoly, like the post 
office and the Soviet Union. It’s a failed concept. To run the most 
important function we have with a failed system is inexplicable. 
(Alibrandi, 1991, p. 52) 



The people who have money already exercise choice. It’s time the 
rest of us have a way of forcing the regular schools to improve. 
(Williams, 1991, p. AlO) 

Although there has always been private education in the 
United States, public schools have not been asked to forego gov- 
ernment subsidy and regulation in order to allow all interested 
parties to compete for a share of the profits of educating chil- 
dren. During the past decade, the call to make schooling a mar- 
ketplace has been based on the assumptions that (1) public schools 
are failing to prepare graduates to enter the workforce because 
government sponsorship has given them a monopoly on educa- 
tion and they need not be responsive, and (2) teachers and sup- 
port staff union contracts have allowed these educators to neglect 
their customers — business taxpayers, parents, and students 
(Chubb & Moe, 1990). On the other hand, certain types of pri- 
vate education have been successful for less money (Coleman & 
Hoffer, 1987; Hanushek, 1994). Therefore, according to market 
logic, if the public school monopoly can be dismantled and com- 
petition promoted in school, customers and society will be better 
served. “The lesson of public-private comparisons is not that 
private schools are better than public schools. It is that market 
pressures encourage the development of better schools more than 
political pressures do” (Chubb & Moe, 1990, p. 184). 

One method of promoting competition is a voucher system, 
which puts a certain amount of money into the hands of each 
consumer of schooling (parents and their children) in order to 
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allow them to make informed and free choice about which school 
the children will attend. Better schools (however defined) will 
gain attendance and funding, while poorer schools (however de- 
fined) will become poorer in enrollment and budget. Theoreti- 
cally, this will provide incentive for the poorer schools to emulate 
the better ones. Of course, the good schools must have vacan- 
cies, and the parents must provide the transportation to and from 
the new school. In Minnesota, “choice” legislation allowed stu- 
dents to take their per-pupil allotment to any public school in the 
state that had room for them. When our family lived in Duluth, 
Minnesota, our children were too young for school. As Laura 
approached school age, we began to pay more attention to the 
neighborhood and city schools. Yes, the state offered us choice, 
but the infrastructure of Duluth was still crumbling from the first 
Reagan recession, which closed all of Duluth’s factories and sent 
a third of the city’s population elsewhere to look for work. At the 
same time, Duluth schools were under a court order to desegre- 
gate, and portions of all but one elementary school had been 
condemned by the fire marshal. That one school, nestled among 
the mansions of Duluth (yes, there are mansions in Duluth), was 
full beyond capacity. Our children had the illusion of choice with- 
out the actual possibility of attending classes in a physically safe 
environment. Just before we left the city, the remaining popula- 
tion voted down a tax levy to improve the schools. 

The Republican National Committee proposed a plan to is- 
sue vouchers that would allow both public and private schools 
to compete for enrollments and state funding: 

No social experiment is more worthy than for an entire state 
[Florida] — ^with significant minority population — to embark on 
a true test of unrestricted CHOICE, complete with the participa- 
tion of private, parochial, and for profit schools. The risks are 
grave, but so are the consequences of continued educational me- 
diocrity. {Time Sept. 16, 1994) 

From start to finish, however, the assumptions which under- 
lie the market logic for schooling are questionable. First, the idea 
that schools are failing in their traditional goals is often over- 
stated (Berliner, 1992; Carson, Huelskamp, &c Woodall, 1991). 
Student learning is not decreasing; funding for schooling has not 
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kept pace with other institutions, which does make a difference 
in what happens in schools; and students do seem prepared for 
the jobs that are available to them. In fact, the assumption that 
schools are tied directly to the United States’ economic competi- 
tiveness in international markets is itself problematic (Noble, 
1992). According to Cuban, “Schools are important but not criti- 
cal to economic competitiveness in a global economy” (1992, p. 
321). The need for market intervention in schools seems con- 
trived at best, based more on corporations’ interests in reducing 
social costs and, therefore, taxes. 

Second, the market logic itself is flawed. Assuming at the 
outset equal resources, information, and opportunity skews any 
definition of justice in outcome toward a simple projection of 
privilege. Because of past inequalities in income and wealth, lack 
of access to information that matters, and/or denial of opportu- 
nity due to social and institutional biases, all citizens cannot com- 
pete equally to sell or buy goods and services. And because 
unregulated markets cannot take these past inequalities into con- 
sideration — they must treat all buyers and sellers equally — the 
market is another mask for the consequences of majestic equal- 
ity. For this reason, governments of all countries regulate mar- 
kets through tariffs and subsidies in order to protect their local 
privilege from global wealth. This is what saves General Motors 
from Toyota; it’s what made Toyota in the first place; it keeps 
tobacco producers from extinction; and it allows baseball team 
owners to draft players and control their employment. As more 
multinational corporations are formed, however, such regulation 
will affect local and global interests in more complex ways (Barnet 
& Cavanaugh, 1994). Such “design flaws” in marketplace 
voucher plans are widely acknowledged but do not deter choice 
advocates: 

The better your specific proposal is designed, the less ammuni- 
tion you give your opponents of school choice, and the better 
you are able to sell this exciting new idea. If your plan provides 
market incentives for private schools to meet the requirements of 
special needs children, including blind and physically handicapped 
children, you have anticipated an argument. If you provide rela- 
tively greater sums for “at risk” or inner city children, you dispel 
the notion that you are trying to create an “elite” private school 
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system. If you phase in the costs of the programs of the main- 
stream students, you cushion the initial start up cost of school 
choice. Finally crafting your proposal to make certain that your 
natural allies (parochial schools, business leaders, parents, and 
inner city minorities) support the specifics of the plan, has in- 
sured the overwhelming grass roots support that you will need 
to overcome the entrenched government bureaucracy that has 
failed to meet the needs of so many of our American school chil- 
dren in the past generation. (Feeney, 1994, p. 55) 

Finally, concern for the consequences of this majestic equal- 
ity leads many to reject “choice” as a tool for justice and equity 
through schooling. All Americans do not have available to them 
the choices that will lead to distributive justice or equity in their 
academic or economic lives. Even informed consumers may not 
have the means or the opportunity to “choose” the better goods 
and services (however they may be defined). Certainly, they do 
not “choose” to be poor, unschooled, or powerless, as advocates 
of marketplace education imply. Given the opportunity, most of 
us would choose greater economic equity, fairer distribution of 
real information about the world and how it works, and more 
control over our lives. Whole language advocates’ political agency 
in their teaching should be directed toward the struggle to ex- 
pand membership in the group that gets that opportunity. 

The Politics of Inquiry 

The consequences of critique and inquiry are many for the Whole 
Language Umbrella and others interested in teaching according 
to whole language principles. We add principles to our promo- 
tion of process teaching. We see that all of our work is political. 
We reject the politics of niceness because it glosses over or delib- 
erately suppresses important differences within our and others’ 
lives. We seek justice and equity through our work, but with a 
new clarity about those values that warn us against surrendering 
our political agency to the law, educational science, or the mar- 
ket. Along the way to making these decisions, we discovered a 
role for critical literacy in our attempts to learn about ourselves, 
others, and the social structure, and we see how advocacy re- 




- 76 - 



95 



Whafs It Going to Bef 



search can discover the problems inherent in and the barriers to 
the expansion of justice and equity within the choices available 
to us. 

Underlying all our work is the belief that all people should 
be treated with respect, and that they should possess the freedom 
to live with dignity and to participate fully in the decisions which 
affect their lives. Moreover, we must be morally committed to 
act on that belief. The question, then, is ‘‘What do we do?” Al- 
though I do not have a blueprint for how others should act, I do 
think that the inclination of whole language advocates toward 
inquiry is useful because it stresses the connectedness of subject 
areas and human agency. 

To work toward justice and equity, teachers and students must 
always keep clearly in view the connections between whatever 
they are studying and social life. Often these connections remain 
unexamined, leaving teachers and students with the notion that 
disciplinary knowledge can be brought to bear on an issue but 
without a theory of how things or ideas can domesticate or liber- 
ate us or do both at the same time for different groups. My ear- 
lier examples of the law, educational science, and the market show 
how this is possible. But it’s also possible with any topic from the 
sensational to the innocuous that teachers or students might 
choose to study — that is, it’s possible if teachers are ready to in- 
vite students to make such explorations (Shannon, 1995). 

Take, for example, the apple included each day in my son’s 
lunch box. That apple encodes a variety of hidden social rela- 
tionships, all of which have something to do with justice and 
equity. So while we study how apples grow, why they are healthy 
for us, when Johnny Appleseed brought them to Ohio, or who 
grows them, we also want to consider who can afford them, where 
they come from at different times of the year, how they stay so 
red, and why they are so expensive or cheap depending on the 
consumer’s economic location. Tim-Pat is seven years old, but he 
knows that the grocers don’t pick the apples, nor do the farmers. 
He’s seen the migrant workers who come to the farms around 
our town to pick fruit, and he’s seen where and how they live 
during the harvest season. He’s heard Woody Guthrie’s “Depor- 
tee,” a fitting anthem for the protesters of Proposition 187 in 
California, and he knows from listening to Sweet Honey in the 
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Rock’s "‘Are My Hands Clean?” that he is part of the oppression 
of migrant workers. Even if he didn’t eat an apple a day, he would 
still be implicated because he knows about the conditions of their 
work and lives. Yes, it’s a big load for such a young boy, and he 
clearly doesn’t understand the complexities of the social relation- 
ships. However, it’s really quite a light load when compared to 
the (literal and figurative) loads for the children of migrant work- 
ers and the foreign fruit pickers who allow BiLo to keep apples 
stocked all year round. Issues of justice and equity require all of 
us to confront such issues in relation to whatever topic we select 
for inquiry. 

I began this essay by stating that this book marks a major 
step for whole language educators. It challenges us to add prin- 
ciple to our love of process. Regardless of the topics we choose, 
if we are clear about our principles and the pitfalls of our politi- 
cal agency, we can help to redefine childhood as a time to learn 
about and act on justice and equity. 
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Critical Inquiry or Safe 
Literacies: Who's Allowed to 
Ask Which Questions^ 

. Barbara Comber 
University of South Australia 



What Counts as Inquiry in School? 

I n this chapter, I raise the possibility that inquiry approaches in 
schools often depoliticize the topics of study. Through examin- 
ing an incident with my son, I discuss the limitations and possi- 
bilities of school inquiry. Have you ever tried to help your chil- 
dren with their school homework only to be told, “That’s not the 
way our teacher does it!”? You might have thought you knew 
how to do long division, or a book report, or a project, or a 
history essay, but your children know otherwise. The logic of 
parents’ help does not necessarily match your child’s experience 
of the phenomenon by the same name at school. At school there 
are teachers’ ways of doing things, and as my children tell me, 
that is what counts. “Your way is great, Mum, and thanks for 
trying to help me, but that’s not what we’re meant to be doing. 
Thanks anyway. Don’t feel bad. Your way may even be better, 
but it’s not what I have to do.” A recent example of parent-child 
homework negotiation between fourteen-year-old Tom and me 
highlights this common but revealing scenario: 

Tom: Was the Iron Cross a Nazi symbol? 

Barbara: I don’t know. Well, let’s find out. Have you looked in 
the encyclopaedias? What makes you think it might 
have been? 
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Tom: Don’t get carried away, Mum. I just need to know 

whether I can put it on my Nazi propaganda leaflet. 
Tve already drawn it. I don’t want to rub it out. I just 
thought you might know. Don’t go getting out the 
encyclopaedias. They won’t have that in there anyway. 
It doesn’t matter. 

I resist the opportunity for a full-scale lecture on why in fact 
it does matter. I have learnt, with some frustration, that Tom is 
unlikely to listen to my treatises on racism and history. His con- 
cern is to get the homework done. Yet I slink off to check out the 
encyclopaedia and find this information about the Iron Cross, 
which I read to Tom as he moves around the house collecting 
food for an after-school snack. Instead of a lecture, I demon- 
strate (I hope) by reading the following text that it is worth check- 
ing these things — that there is much to be learnt, and that what 
can be learnt has important social consequences: 

Prussian Military decoration instituted in 1813 by Frederick 
William III for distinguished service in the Prussian War of Lib- 
eration. Use of the decoration was revived by William I for the 
Franco-Prussian War of 1870, recreated in 1914 for World War 
I, and was last revived by Adolf Hitler on September 1, 1939, the 
same day that German forces invaded Poland. (Encyclopaedia 
Britannica, Micropaedia [15th ed., 1990], Vol. 6, p. 388) 

The text goes on to explain in some detail how the grades for 
the award were expanded in World War II from three to eight, 
and how “the World War II badge also had a swastika, which 
replaced the previous symbols of the crown and royal cipher,” 
and also that “since 1957, a West German statute permits the 
Iron Cross to be worn only if the swastika is removed” (6:388). 

The situation Tve described is an occasion with unlimited 
potential for teaching and learning about the ways in which his- 
tory, language, symbols, and the law interconnect. It is, if you like, 
a critical literacy teacher’s dream, but Tom is back with his home- 
work, content that he will not have to rub out the Iron Cross. 
Although he remembers in some detail now how the Iron Cross 
was changed in Nazi Germany and since, he tells me that the sym- 
bols are not important, but what happened is. As I reflect on this 
incident, I consider how his history might have been different: 
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What kinds of history is he learning and what else might he be 

learning? 

What kinds of inquiry is he engaged with? 

What kind of token literacy is required by his propaganda leaflet? 

What kind of learning opportunity might this assignment represent 

if it were altered slightly? 

I bet his teacher would be fascinated with the details we have 
discovered, but will Tom think it appropriate to tell him? What 
might Tom and his classmates learn if they had the opportunity 
to trace the history of the various symbols rather than just use 
them as decoration for their work? Why is Tom constructing a 
Nazi propaganda leaflet without investigating the effects of the 
symbols and the language of propaganda? Why does Tom have 
the message that such investigation doesn’t matter? His energies 
tend to be tied up in completing the product and getting a good 
mark for it, rather than considering why the words and symbols 
of Nazi propaganda really matter and how they still matter; he 
doesn’t connect his history assignment to the neo-Nazi rally which 
was due to occur in our suburb around that time and receiving 
much local media attention. 

When I think about Tom’s experience, I see how schools limit 
students’ opportunities to engage in critical literacies. Setting the 
task of writing a propaganda leaflet reflects his teacher’s aware- 
ness of the power of language in historical movements, but by 
stopping short of analysis of specific instances, it fails to help 
students understand how language works. They role-play them- 
selves as writers for the Nazi Party, ignorant of the ways in which 
language and symbols construct realities, where millions were 
murdered. It’s not that they don’t know what happened in Nazi 
Germany. It’s not that they don’t know how propaganda was 
used in the process of genocide. My problem is that this knowl- 
edge is treated as a history of what happened as if it is over, as if 
it’s just this week’s history topic, and next week we’ll do the Viet- 
nam War. Writing and drawing leaflets could be the beginning of 
inquiries about symbols and politics. They could have consid- 
ered how a symbol of liberation was appropriated by the Nazi 
Party and made to represent something else; they could have 
looked for other symbols of liberation which have been colo- 
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nized by new regimes. School literacies or histories often replace 
inquiry with productivity. But it doesn’t have to be this way. Kutz 
and Roskelly (1991) report on a history curriculum that “uses 
the Holocaust to foster students’ understandings about history 
and cultural difference” (p. 88). 

Tom’s propaganda assignment is not an isolated incident. My 
daughter Laura, in grade 4 at the time, used the same notebook 
for a subject called Aboriginal Studies and a subject called Aus- 
tralian History (at the other end of the notebook). Aboriginal 
Studies is intended to provide a view of history from the points 
of view of Indigenous people, who see the white “settlement” as 
colonization. Yet her first entry in the Australian History side 
reads, “The first people to discover Australia were the Dutch.” 
Students still copy lies into notebooks as if they are truths, even 
as teachers try to attend to minority histories and antiracist cur- 
ricula. Our versions of what counts as knowledge need radical 
examination before inquiry learning approaches can produce the 
kinds of culturally and politically aware learners that our educa- 
tional discourses proclaim. These traditional approaches to learn- 
ing occur frequently enough in schooling that students may 
become convinced that the object of study is irrelevant; all that 
matters is getting the task done, getting the questions answered, 
getting the work finished. 

It might be argued that these problems do not arise when 
students construct their own questions. I want to argue, how- 
ever, that students are just as likely to reduce and depoliticize 
topics as their teachers. It doesn’t take long before students know 
that when they do a project on a country, they are meant to have 
headings such as Population, Capital City, Industries, Language, 
Natural Resources, Geographical Features, and so on. This West- 
ern capitalist way of “knowing” about other countries is the 
dominant discourse of school textbooks and encyclopaedias. Stu- 
dents quickly learn to ask the questions that are answered by 
their textbooks and modeled by their teachers. The questions 
that need to be asked are constrained by what teachers and text- 
books answer. (See Robyn Jenkin’s essay in Chapter 11 of this 
volume for an account of this problem.) The headings and sub- 
headings which organize school knowledge construct particular 
kinds of inquiries and not others. In this chapter, by examining 
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approaches, techniques, and sources of inquiry, I continue to ar- 
gue why and how schools need to politicize topics of inquiries 
beyond the safe assignment. 

Inquiry Techniques 

One of the most popular techniques used to organize students’ 
inquiries was developed by Yetta Goodman and Carolyn Burke 
(1980): the What I Know/What I Want to Know procedure. As a 
classroom teacher, I used this approach on numerous occasions 
with my students and found that it was a great way to mobilize 
their current knowledge and generate lists of questions. More 
recently, teachers have combined this approach with semantic 
webs to help students organize information (Harste & Short, 
1988). Students can identify different kinds of knowledge before 
they begin their inquiries. These approaches claim to generate 
cycles of learning rather than sequential question-answer mod- 
els. What is absent from this version of inquiry, however, are 
questions about how people come to know; questions about why 
certain kinds of knowledge are more important than others; and 
questions about whether there are different versions of knowl- 
edge on this topic. Prior questions might include: “How do they 
know that?” or “Who knows that?” or “What other kinds of 
knowledge are there about that?” As Harste and Short (1988, p. 
370) note, this kind of inquiry can be used to have students ex- 
plore political realities in their own lives. I agree. What are ur- 
gently needed are accounts of inquiry in which the objects of 
study include social, cultural, and political life and the methods 
of inquiry are not restricted to school texts (see, for example, 
Singh, 1989; Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992.) 

Topics such as plants, dolphins, and dinosaurs should not be 
thought of as neutral. Texts always involve decisions about what 
will count as knowledge. No topics are innocent or sacred. 
Through their readings of such topics, students read versions of 
science and versions of history. They learn what will count as a 
good question. We should also not assume that simply by mak- 
ing the topics of study political or cultural in nature that the 
inquiries students pursue will be political or cultural. As my dis- 
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cussion of Tom and Laura’s schoolwork on history and race 
shows, it is possible for schools to depoliticize the objects of in- 
quiry for student consumption. A kind of “safe literacy” is pro- 
duced in which topics are covered, not uncovered. Students can 
examine the language use in a hierarchically organized work- 
place and find the differences interesting but not problematic. 
Students can say, “We did Aboriginal Studies last year,” or “We 
did Nazis in grade 10,” in the same breath as “We did dinosaurs 
in grade 2.” Contradictory histories are left intact. Science still 
reigns. Capitalist discourses still frame the atlas and the 
encyclopaedia. The move to new topics does not necessarily guar- 
antee new forms of critical inquiry. 



Schoolbooks as Sites for Inquiry 

Schoolbooks, from the atlas to the encyclopaedia to the picture 
book, produce versions of the world for the child reader. In so 
doing, they construct a particular kind of child learner, child 
reader, child inquirer. Often the child inquirer is assumed to be 
more curious about the natural world than the social world. In 
sales of nonfiction big books, science-related texts far outstrip 
the cultural or people-related books. Space, animals, and dino- 
saurs are bestsellers even though school library shelves are al- 
ready overrepresented in these areas. “New-age” children are also 
interested in ecology. Books about rain forests, endangered spe- 
cies, or the Antarctic sell to ecologically responsible teachers and 
parents. Book clubs and publishers working the market respond 
to current hot topics by promoting versions of the ideal child/ 
reader/learner/future citizen. I would argue that in the case of 
inquiry learning, the generic child is still the male infant of child 
development studies, ever curious about his world. As Jenkin’s 
study (Chapter 11) shows, even when a topic appears gender 
neutral or gender inclusive, female students and male students 
read the text differently. They engage in different kinds of inquir- 
ies. Thus, in thinking about inquiry learning, topics need to be 
examined in terms of gender. Books are written for gendered read- 
ers. My argument is not that we need to cull suspect texts. No 
texts are neutral. We need to provide opportunities for students 
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to read contrastive texts critically and to compare the \visdom of 
texts with their own experiences. 

Books are written for particular versions of the developing 
child and are selections of what is considered appropriate for the 
target age group. Producers of informational texts work from 
the prevailing view of the ideal school student at that stage of 
development. For example, producers of texts for young readers 
make a number of problematic assumptions: that young children 
prefer to read stories; that stories are easier to read than nonfic- 
tion texts; that young children aren’t capable of learning about 
complex information; that young children require simple lan- 
guage. Until the last decade, these assumptions led to the limited 
production of informational texts for young readers. Often what 
was produced was inaccurate, patronizing, conveyed in watered- 
down language, and about kiddy topics. As Unsworth (1993) 
has pointed out, a “childist” view has dominated many publica- 
tions for children, particularly on science topics. 

Consider the following extracts from two factual texts about 
penguins produced for use in junior primary classrooms: 

Text A 

This is a penguin. Have you ever seen a picture of a penguin? 

The penguin looks as if it dressed for a party. 

The illustration shows a penguin next to a mirror with a back- 
drop of patterned wallpaper. The next few pages explain that the 
penguin is a bird but that it cannot fly, and the illustrations show 
three rather sad penguins watching a seagull fly over head. One 
penguin flaps its nonflying wings hopefully. The writer then ex- 
plains how penguins “get around.” This is followed by the ques- 
tion: 

What does the penguin eat? Penguins love to eat fish. Look at 

this penguin swim after its dinner. 

The accompanying illustration shows a penguin swimming after 
some tropical fish. The next page explains that penguins have 
babies by laying eggs, that they feed their babies, and that they 
are good parents. The next page deals with where penguins live: 
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Where do penguins live? Penguins live in ice and cold. They live 
near the South Pole. And they don’t need a house to live in or a 
fur coat to wear. 

The accompanying illustration shows six penguins upside down 
on an unlabeled globe of the world with four of them clustered 
around the South Pole and two on other unlabeled locations. 
The final page shows a penguin next to a mirror with the wallpa- 
per backdrop. This penguin is wearing a party hat and winking. 
The text reads: 

Is the penguin real? Is the penguin make-believe? What do you 
think? (The penguin is real.) 



Text B 

Fairy penguins belong to a small group of penguins and a big 
group of birds. 



Fairy penguins are blue and white. Other penguins are black and 
white. Fairy penguins are 35cm tall. They have webbed feet. Fairy 
penguins have a blue back and a white chest. That is' why they 
are called little blue penguins. 



Fairy penguins eat fish, squid, shrimps. Their enemies are sharks, 
seals, sea-lions, dolphins, hawks, eagles and seagulls. ... 

This was followed with a description of penguin “habits,” in- 
cluding hunting for food: 



Other penguins live in Iceland. Fairy penguins live in burrows, 
under rocks. . . . 

The text concluded with some physical features of fairy penguins 
such as their poor eyesight, how they use calls to help them find 
their way, and how their oily skin helps them to float. No illus- 
trations accompany this text. 

Drawing on questions developed by Freebody and Luke 
(1990), we can consider the kinds of readers, writers, and knowers 
that are produced in the construction and use of these texts. 
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Who could have written each of these texts? 

What can you guess about the age and role of each writer? 

Who are the intended readers for each of these texts? 

For what purposes might the texts be used? 

Text A consists of eight pages. Published in 1984, it was writ- 
ten by Dr. Alvin Granowsky (though what he is a doctor of is not 
stated) and illustrated by Lulu Delacre. Granowsky is a regular 
presenter at International Reading Association meetings and is 
obviously committed to children’s literacy. The text includes a 
“words to study” list inside the back cover, and it is Book 1 in a 
“real or make believe” series. Only adults could have produced a 
text such as this. Who else would think of putting a penguin next 
to a mirror in a wallpapered room to help someone else under- 
stand that the penguin is real? But books such as The Penguin 
sell. The production of this text is based on certain assumptions 
about the child reader/knower. One assumption seems to be that 
inaccurate illustrations do not matter for young readers. It is not 
considered important to mention that there are different kinds of 
penguins that live in different kinds of places. It is also assumed 
that comparing penguins’ lives with the human world (which are 
represented as separate worlds) will help the child understand 
penguins. This is done explicitly in the text and quite problem- 
atically through the illustrations, which could be intended to 
“trick” the child reader (in the nicest possible way, of course). In 
fact, a child may well find the question about whether a penguin 
is real or make-believe difficult to answer when the penguin in 
question is wearing a party hat and standing next to a mirror 
hanging from a wallpapered room. The penguin is also depicted 
as standing in midair— a slight problem for a flightless bird. No 
wonder the editor decided to put the right answer — that the pen- 
guin is real — in brackets as the final sentence! The use of ques- 
tion and answer format provides the novice reader with a model 
of inquiry in itself. It is interesting to consider what the publish- 
ers intended to achieve with this text and how it might have been 
written differently if the writer had understood his child readers 
and knowers differently. 



- 89 - 



108 



BARBARA COMBER 



Text B was written by a grade 2 student after an excursion to 
an island in South Australia (nowhere near the South Pole), where 
there is a nesting ground of fairy penguins. The excursion was 
led by the teacher and a Parks and Wildlife officer, and the stu- 
dents were given detailed information, using specialized language, 
about this particular group of penguins. The teacher, Sandra 
Naismith, had been working with the students on writing re- 
ports on other topics. They had spent time deconstructing many 
factual texts in order to work out how they were structured. It is 
interesting to imagine what this child inquirer might do with the 
other published penguin text. 

These texts about penguins have some things in common; 
they are produced for school use. In the case of Text A, an adult 
writes for emergent readers who, it could be argued, are assumed 
to know little or nothing about penguins. The child is also as- 
sumed to have a problem with distinguishing what is real from 
what is make-believe. It is also assumed that the kind of knowl- 
edge a child reader might want depends on it being related to 
what children already know — wallpaper, mirrors, party hats, 
tropical fish, good parents, and globes of the world. It is salutary 
to read this text produced for the five- to eight-year-olds market 
in light of what these child writers and knowers produce based 
on experiences of the topic and a knowledge of how texts work. 

The published penguin text takes for granted a young reader 
who doesn’t know much and who will tolerate inaccuracies and 
illogical representations unproblematically. If this text is read 
against those produced by young children, it exposes some of the 
contradictions which occur when adults try to simplify for chil- 
dren — when knowledge is reproduced in a cute fashion to make 
it more palatable. This example suggests the need to look closely 
at the kinds of texts children are reading and how they are being 
read, and to consider how school experiences with reading and 
writing construct the literate child. 

Across a term or a school year, what kinds of knowledge, 
content, topics, and texts do students deal with, and what does 
this say about what we think is important for them to be doing? 
If students read enough of The Penguin genre, what kinds of 
inquirers might they become? The point is not that texts such as 
The Penguin should not be used, but that they need to be used in 
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ways that give students an opportunity to read them critically 
and to read them against other texts about penguins and against 
their own experiences. Students can consider why this text is 
written in this way for them and how it might have been written 
differently. Students in the early years of schooling can discuss 
the proposition that some writers seem to think that children 
know nothing, and can enjoy engaging with texts by listing the 
things they didn’t know and the things they already knew (Comber 
& O’Brien, 1993; also see Jennifer O’Brien’s essay in Chapter 8 
of this volume). 

The problem is not restricted to basal readers or to simple 
reading materials such as The Penguin, School and public librar- 
ies are full of such texts, and publishers are still producing them. 
Teachers need to look closely at texts that are produced for young 
children to help them learn to read, because it is through these 
texts children learn what counts as reading. If the books they 
read have little to offer, then why read? Students are still learning 
the capital cities of countries that no longer exist because class 
sets of an out-of-date atlas are available for use. The problem is 
not just one of poor or inaccurate resources. There will always 
be poor and inaccurate resources, and students will always need 
to use them. Instead, we require pedagogical approaches through 
which students inquire about the resources they use to make their 
inquiries. Students need to interrogate the texts they use in their 
inquiries: Who wrote the text? What authority does this person 
have for producing this book? Are the illustrations and diagrams 
accurate? What other books are there about this topic? In what 
ways do these texts differ? What questions does the book not 
answer? How else could this book have been written? Who else 
might have written it? In this era of .information, in which texts 
confront us almost continuously, students need to become “text- 
proof” — they need to see texts as particular kinds of cultural ar- 
tifacts produced to do certain kinds of cultural work. 



Who Has Access to Which Forms of Inquiry? 

When I conducted research in the late eighties about students’ 
questions and requests for help during literacy time, I found that 
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students’ questions differed (Comber, 1988). Analysis of students’ 
questions showed that middle-class Anglo students asked ques- 
tions that gave them access to lengthy teacher explanations and 
extra resources and ideas, whereas working-class non-Anglo stu- 
dents asked questions that related to completion of task. In other 
words, students’ questions determined their access to different 
kinds of help. At issue here is the need to look closely at who is 
asking what and what the effects might be? In this classroom, the 
result was that some students learnt how to proceed with tasks 
and others engaged in extended conversations with the teacher 
about issues and possible projects they might do next. The ques- 
tions students were able to ask depended on what they already 
knew, and the way they asked depended on the discourses to 
which they had access. This investigation was a case study of the 
students at one site, and I do not wish to make generalized argu- 
ments about these observations. But it does raise questions that 
require further study. Who benefits from inquiry learning and in 
what ways? What different kinds of inquiries do students make? 
How and why do different students engage in different types of 
inquiries? Inquiry learning needs to be examined in terms of what 
it offers different groups of students. If students’ learning de- 
pends on the questions they generate, then they will learn differ- 
ent things. How this different learning is assessed and valued 
requires scrutiny. 

Material and human resources dramatically influence the 
kinds of literacies that are offered in schools. In 1992 I worked 
with a group of high school teachers in an industrial town where 
a high percentage of the school community was living in poverty. 
The teachers had been enthused by a recent workshop on re- 
source-based learning, which is a text-based inquiry approach. 
The aim was to put students in the position of information hunt- 
ers, gatherers, and users rather than providing them with synthe- 
sized texts. These teachers saw inquiry learning as an important 
literacy orientation for their students and more motivating than 
using textbooks or copying notes from the chalkboard. They 
reframed their curriculum activities so that students could oper- 
ate as inquirers. They quickly discovered, however, that the school 
library was not equipped for this approach, and neither were the 
local community libraries or the students’ home libraries. There 
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simply were not enough recent, accurate texts available, and the 
teachers could not assume that students would have access to 
other resources at home. Resource-based learning was one kind 
of literacy they were not going to have the opportunity to prac- 
tice. I am not suggesting that this pedagogy should be abandoned 
at such sites, but clearly the resource implications for inquiry 
pedagogies will have a different impact in a poor school than in 
a wealthy school. Political action to increase the resources of 
schools serving poor communities is urgent. Educators need to 
address major questions about who has access to what kinds of 
literacies and who is privileged when the assessed curriculum 
depends on accessing multiple resources. In relation to inquiry 
learning, the kinds of resources available to different schools, 
families, and communities need to be taken into account. 

Another key equity issue for educators advocating inquiry 
approaches is the use of technology. The advertising of technol- 
ogy centers in schools in order to attract student enrollments is 
becoming common practice. Yet promises of “computers on ev- 
ery desk” are still restricted to wealthier schools — schools where 
the average student is likely to have both a computer and a desk 
at home. As access to information networks becomes easier and 
more available, the need to consider the impact on schools serv- 
ing poorer communities is crucial. Thus the formation of new 
literacies and new forms of inquiry are particularly vulnerable to 
class-related differences. In our excitement to move to inquiry 
pedagogies, we must attend to equal distribution of the tools and 
resources such inquiries demand. 



Critical Inquiry 

The first part of this chapter raised questions about inquiry ap- 
proaches. But inquiry methods in school literacy programs can 
construct students and teachers as critical inquirers without ig- 
noring the experiences and knowledge of students who are tradi- 
tionally disadvantaged by schooling (Bigelow, 1992; Janks, 1993b; 
Luke, O’Brien, & Comber, 1994; Moll et al., 1992; O’Brien, 1994; 
Singh, 1989; Jongsma, 1991). Shannon (qtd. in Jongsma, 1991) 
reviews key historical examples of critical literacy teaching in the 
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United States, showing the potential of school literacy for social 
and political inquiry about genocide, community health, orga- 
nized labor, homelessness, war, and apartheid. In the following 
section, I briefly describe a selection of contemporary work which 
explores critical inquiry in the language classroom. To conclude, 
I draw out key challenges this work raises for inquiry pedagogy. 

School Life as a Site for Student Inquiry 

Singh (1989) explains a project undertaken by a group of high 
school students and their teachers in a working-class commu- 
nity. They investigated the problem of truancy amongst them- 
selves and their peers, particularly how it was experienced by 
students who spoke English as a second language. Thus the ob- 
ject of their inquiries was directly related to their own lives as 
students and to questions of educational disadvantage that 
emerged from not being native English-speakers. Students con- 
ducted interviews and a survey, wrote autobiographies, and wrote 
a formal report to the sponsoring agency on the research team’s 
findings. Singh explains this work as a form of critical literacy: 
‘‘These non-Anglo students were active agents engaged in pro- 
ducing new knowledge through collaboration with others in a 
socially significant task — rather than the passive recipients of 
trivial, vague or superficial information” (1989, p. 37). 

The work Singh describes goes well beyond safe school 
literacies. Here, students work on a social problem which di- 
rectly involves their school communities. They explore the con- 
struct of educational disadvantage and how it connects with 
language and power, and how it makes an impact on their lives 
at school. 

Communities as Sites for Teacher Inquiry 

Family and community life are often scrutinized through the in- 
stitutional work of schools. Schools provide a form of surveil- 
lance on the family as teachers and administrators record and 
monitor the student population, looking for signs of abnormal- 
ity and deviance. This need not be so. In an innovative research 
project reported by Moll (Moll et al., 1992), a team of university 
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researchers and school-based teachers studied working-class 
Mexican American communities in Tucson, Arizona. Unlike some 
investigations of minority groups, this work was based on the 
assumption that households and communities have accumulated 
“funds of knowledge” which are essential to their survival and 
well-being. According to Moll et al. (1992), “this view of house- 
holds . . , contrasts sharply with prevailing and accepted percep- 
tions of working-class families as somehow disorganized socially 
and deficient intellectually” (p, 134). 

Funds of knowledge included agriculture and mining, eco- 
nomics, religion, and medicine. Within these broad areas, spe- 
cific knowledges such as construction, repairs, household 
management, folk cures, loans, labor laws, child care, and nu- 
merous others were identified. Rather than teachers and research- 
ers searching for sets of assumed deficiencies or problems, their 
intentions were to learn about community strengths in order to 
build them into the school curriculum. Students’ out-of-school 
knowledge rarely gains a place in official school curriculum. Yet 
researchers found that these students’ out-of-school experiences 
had prepared them to explore topics such as the study of other 
countries, different forms of government, and economic systems. 

In this research, the focus of teacher inquiries was different 
from that of most such studies. One teacher explains that instead 
of being concerned with whether parents read to their children 
or how many books were in the home, the broader anthropo- 
logical approach meant that she learnt about how the families 
organized their lives between two countries and about the so- 
phisticated skills children had developed as a result. Moll and his 
colleagues (1992) explain how the teachers’ inquiries into com- 
munity funds of knowledge led them to reframe . their classroom 
approach so that students could “use their social contacts out- 
side the classroom to access new knowledge” (p. 138). 

Children's Literature as a Site for Inquiry 

Children’s biographies of Christopher Columbus function as prim- 
ers on racism and imperialism. They teach youngsters to accept 
the right of white people to rule over people of color, of powerful 
nations to dominate weaker nations. (Bigelow, 1992, p. 112) 
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With these hard-hitting statements, Bigelow confronts his read- 
ers with the problems of histories of colonization written for chil- 
dren. He goes on to critically read eight children’s biographies of 
Columbus as the curious adventurer who wanted to discover lands 
just because they were there. Bigelow shows how these texts por- 
tray Columbus as a man of deep religious faith, thereby excusing 
his stealing from and physical maltreatment and murder of the 
Indigenous peoples, who are constructed as heathens. As he puts 
it, “The reader is practically strangled by Columbus’s halo” (1992, 
p. 114). 

These books, Bigelow argues, train young people to think 
that the oppressed deserve to be oppressed and should remain 
that way. These texts produce their own pedagogy, in which the 
child reader is constructed as passive. No dilemmas, questions, 
or problems are posed. Thus history is made innocent. Heroes 
tell the story, and victims are kept in their place, as nonhuman, 
through a religious discourse. As students read school history, 
modern-day politics of exploitation are preserved. Books are con- 
structed to sanitize, purify, or make superheroes out of murder- 
ers of the past. Students’ inquiries are cut short by books that 
have it all sewn up: 

Each biography is constructed as a lecture, not as a dialogue or 
problem-posing. The narratives require readers merely to listen, 
not to think. The text is everything; the reader, nothing. Not only 
are young readers conditioned to accept social hierarchy — colo- 
nialism and racism — but they are also rehearsed in an authori- 
tarian mode of learning. (Bigelow, 1992, p. 119) 

The questions Bigelow asks of these biographies are not re- 
stricted to historical literature, but can be extended to the con- 
tents of big books, poetry, songs, anthems, social studies texts, 
mathematics books, and science charts. Bigelow (1991) offers 
detailed suggestions for critical exploration of history through 
dramatic play, through problem solving concerning questions of 
justice, and by reading counterhegemonic texts. Bigelow’s work 
highlights the need to ask what school inquiries are about. What 
kinds of young people are produced by classroom texts? What 
kinds of worlds are preserved, venerated, or obliterated in the 
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texts students use every day? In what ways do such books posi- 
tion themselves as beyond question for young inquirers and teach- 
ers alike? 

Textbooks as Sites for Critical Inquiry 

Educators have rightly criticized textbooks as productive of lim- 
ited literacies incorporating mainstream, capitalist, and patriar- 
chal ideologies (Shannon, 1992; Luke, 1991). Whole language 
teachers have resisted the de-skilling of teachers that textbooks 
and kits produce (Apple, 1993). In a politically oppositional 
project in South Africa during the apartheid regime, however, 
Janks and her colleagues (1992, 1993a, 1993b) found ways of 
rewriting textbooks as sites of resistance and critical inquiry at a 
time when political action in school curricula was almost impos- 
sible. Janks (1993b) explains: 

Materials are perhaps not the most effective way of transform- 
ing classroom practice, but in South Africa there were few op- 
tions available at the time. Student and teacher organizations 
had been banned, the State had, and still has, a monopoly on in- 
service training and discussion pertaining to People’s Education 
had been criminalized, (p. 28) 

Writing texts constituted one form of possible political ac- 
tion. Using insights from critical linguistics, Janks and a team of 
writers including school and tertiary teachers developed a series 
of workbooks for tertiary and secondary school students titled 
Critical Language Awareness, The books require students to ex- 
amine the ways in which language produces power relations in 
selected texts. In this way, texts are not treated as neutral ac- 
counts of facts but as socially and politically constructed. Stu- 
dents explore topics such as language and position; language and 
the news; language and advertising; languages in South Africa; 
language, identity, and power; and words and pictures. The work- 
books include numerous questions which ask students to read 
critically. For example, an excerpt from a history textbook used 
in South African primary schools is analyzed using questions such 
as the following: 
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Why is this information placed at this point in the passage? What 
are the effects of these words? How does the writer convey the 
impression that the trekkers are civilized? How does the writer 
give the impression that God is on the side of the trekkers? Why 
is that important? Give reasons other than God’s intervention to 
account for the trekker victory. Use information in the passage. 
Why is this information kept in the background? How is it kept 
in the background? (Janks 1993c, p. 12) 

Each of the workbooks is richly illustrated with examples of 
different kinds of texts and ways of analyzing them. The explicit 
agenda is for students to practice critical and oppositional read- 
ings of texts which they may have previously taken as uncon- 
tested truth. As Janks (1993b) explains: 

All the workbooks attempt to raise awareness of the way in which 
language can be used (and is used) to maintain and to challenge 
existing forms of power. In any unequal relation of power there 
are top dogs and underdogs, (p. 30) 

The work of Janks and her colleagues makes an important 
contribution to the knowledge of language and literacy educa- 
tors globally. It shows what can be achieved even in highly con- 
trolled states; demonstrates explicitly how insights from critical 
linguistics and poststructuralist theories can be applied in school 
literacy curricula; and illustrates how textbooks are potentially 
sites of critical inquiry. The authors attempt to open up their 
own text to inquiry by inviting readers to critically analyze the 
workbook as a text that has worked on them. The books are 
excellent models for teacher-writers who want to produce class- 
room materials that help students investigate how language and 
power work together to produce advantage and disadvantage. 

Community Texts as Sites for Inquiry 

In the early years of schooling, teachers are often preoccupied 
with socializing students into school and the demands of the in- 
stitution. Literacy lessons often emphasize listening to, enjoying, 
and producing stories. But children are surrounded by a multi- 
plicity of texts before they begin formal schooling, and many of 
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these texts are “free” — from billboards to direct mail advertis- 
ing. Jennifer O’Brien, a teacher of a composite grade kindergar- 
ten-1-2 (five-, six-, and seven-year-olds in Australian classrooms), 
decided to use the material that overflows mailboxes in capitalist 
societies. In particular, she investigated the junk mail surround- 
ing the celebration of Mother’s Day. Drawing on insights from 
feminist poststructuralist analysis, O’Brien (1994) worked to help 
her students become critical text analysts from the beginning of 
their school literacy instruction. 

My overall aim was to set tasks that would give students a chance 
to think about the version of reality constructed by the text and 
to think about different possibilities for constructing reality. In 
other words, to consider the broad question, What sort of world 
is constructed in and by this text; what other possible worlds 
could have been constructed? (p. 44) 

Students were asked to draw and label what they expected to 
find in Mother’s Day catalogs and the kinds of things they 
wouldn’t expect to find in these texts. O’Brien asked students to 
compare their drawings and discuss where their expectations came 
from or why they had made the choices they had made. Next, 
students were asked to look through a selection of Mother’s Day 
catalogs and record through writing and drawing the kinds of 
gifts that were pictured. Thus even students who could not yet 
decode were actively reading. O’Brien asked the students to draw, 
write, and talk about other issues too: Which groups of people 
get the most out of Mother’s Day? How are the mothers in the 
catalogs like real mothers? How are the mothers in the catalogs 
not like real mothers? Notice the words used about mothers. 
Notice the words placed near the word mother. Students were 
positioned from the start as critical inquirers in regard to texts. 

Not totally satisfied with her study of the Mother’s Day cata- 
logs, the next year O’Brien (reported in Luke, O’Brien, & Comber, 
1994, pp. 144-47) decided to involve the parent community as 
well and to look explicitly at issues of race and class as well as 
gender. O’Brien and her class designed and conducted a survey 
of mothers, grandmothers, and female caregivers about their in- 
terests and preferred ways of celebrating Mother’s Day. Their 
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findings foregrounded “the gaps between the constructed world 
of commerce and the students’ worlds.” The class tallied which 
groups of mothers were represented and which groups were left 
out of the catalogs, immediately becoming aware that people of 
color were missing. Students were also able to notice the repre- 
sentation of wealth associated with such advertising. 

From the beginning of schooling, then, these students inquired 
into the ways in which language and power work together, how 
particular worlds are constructed in the everyday texts which 
confront them daily, and how gender representation forms possi- 
bilities for who they can and cannot be. 

Inquiry about What? 

There is potential for critical inquiry in all that students and teach- 
ers do in schools. Even in poorly resourced communities, educa- 
tors have been innovative in pursuing social analysis in the literacy 
classroom. But still there is much that works against inquiry and 
prevents students from interrogating fictional histories or resist- 
ing restricted versions of identity. Many forces continue to main- 
tain schools as sites of noninquiry, or as one high school student 
put it, as a place where “literacy non-events” are the norm. As a 
starting point, we may need to examine what isn’t asked about in 
school; what cannot be talked about; which questions are ex- 
cluded from children’s literature; which texts are ignored in the 
classroom. By considering what we have failed to question, what 
we have taken for granted as unquestionable or beyond ques- 
tion, we may gain some insights into the boundaries which have 
marked out appropriate school inquiries. Through critical inquiry, 
students and teachers can collaboratively produce countertexts 
that tell different stories and build on community knowledge. To 
do this, teachers need to recognize teaching as political and cul- 
tural work. The interests of schools and their communities must 
intersect as students work in and on the texts of their worlds. In 
pursuing inquiry-based curricula, educators need to develop an 
ethical stance about which knowledges will count and whose 
questions will be pursued. Literacy teachers are in an ideal posi- 
tion to change the questions from which inquiries proceed. For 
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this to happen, teachers will need to take up ongoing critical 
inquiries about the role of schooling in global societies that com- 
prise diverse communities. 
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Chapter Six 



Writing for Critical Democracy: 
Student Voice and Teacher 
Fractice in the Writing Workshop 



A central theme within writing workshop approaches to writ- 
ing instruction is increased student control over writing pro- 
cesses and texts. Students have wide powers to determine the 
topics, audiences, purposes, and forms of their writing. Such con- 
trol is in the service of student voice. With the support of the 
teacher and numerous opportunities to collaborate and share texts 
with peers, students are supposed to gradually become more and 
more adept at expressing themselves in written text. 

Like advocates of writing workshop approaches to the teach- 
ing of writing, I think that the idea of voice — especially student 
voice — should be an important part of our plans and efforts to 
improve the education of our children. In what follows, I explore 
and critique the conception of voice put forward by writing work- 
shop advocates (e.g., Atwell, 1987; Calkins, 1986, 1991; Graves, 
1983; Murray, 1985). I also critically examine the conception of 
voice put forward by advocates of critical pedagogy (e.g., 
Aronowitz & Giroux, 1991; Freire, 1970, 1985; Giroux, 1988; 
Giroux & McLaren, 1989; Simon, 1987)7 

The main title of my chapter — Writing for Critical Democ- 
racy — is also the working title of a larger book project I am pur- 
suing. My goal in this project — a goal that has not, for the most 
part, been taken up by workshop advocates — is to link the teach- 
ing and learning of writing in schools more closely to a critical 
democratic vision of schools and society. In this chapter, I sum- 
marize what I have learned so far in my work on the concept of 
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Student voice. First, I characterize and contrast writing work- 
shop and critical pedagogy versions of voice. Then I examine a 
serious weakness shared by both workshop and critical peda- 
gogy treatments of voice. Finally, I point to several aspects of 
teacher practice in the writing classroom that will need to be 
rethought, given new understandings of student voice. 

Voice in the Workshop and Critical Pedagogy 

Workshop approaches emphasize the students’ work of finding 
their own voices in their writing. Finding their voices involves 
looking to their own experiences for what it is they have and 
want to say. Calkins (1986), for example, asserts that we write in 
order to “turn the chaos into something beautiful” and “to un- 
cover and to celebrate the organizing patterns of our existence” 
(Calkins, 1986, p. 3). The image is one of burrowing deep into 
subjectivity to discover our authentic, unique nature and a voice 
that expresses who we are. 

Workshop advocates do not assume merely that it is a good 
thing for students to tap into and express their real, authentic 
selves in their writing. Advocates also assume a particular con- 
ception of the “self” to be tapped: a traditional Enlightenment 
conception, in which the self is imagined to be stable, unitary, 
and autonomous.^ Thus far workshop advocates have paid little 
attention to the serious criticisms this conception of self has re- 
ceived from, among others, psychoanalytic and feminist theo- 
rists (see Flax, 1990). As Willinsky (1990) has noted: “The self, 
as that pure and singular essence of our being, is no longer a 
reliable figure in the psychological or literary landscape” (p. 220). 
This unreliable figure carries workshop advocates’ conception of 
voice. 

Advocates of critical pedagogy assume no such self. For them, 
the self is a social one, created out of the cultural resources at 
hand. This does not mean they envision the self as determined by 
these cultural resources; the passive individual does not simply 
become whatever is dictated by an overpowering social context. 
Although the resources available — the experiences, languages, his- 
tories, stories — obviously constrain the possible selves an individual 
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can become, they also provide possibilities, possibilities that can 
be more or less consciously worked in the creation of a self. As 
Emerson (1986) expressed it, “One makes a self through the words 
.one has learned, fashions one’s own voice and inner speech by a 
selective appropriation of the voices of others” (p. 31). 

The space for choosing, for fashioning the self out of the 
words of others, is enlarged by the complexity and plurality of 
the social contexts of our lives. No environment, as Dewey noted, 
is “all of one piece” (1983, p. 90). Instead, society is marked by 
a multiplicity of cultures, meanings, and values. Advocates of 
critical pedagogy would have us pay attention not only to this 
plurality, but also to asymmetries of power across this diversity — 
asymmetries of power that enable powerful groups to define their 
own particular meanings, experiences, and forms of writing and 
reading as the valued ones in society (Aronowitz & Giroux, 1991). 

For critical pedagogists, dominant groups determine domi- 
nant meanings, but not without a struggle and never once and 
for all. In fact, the larger educational and political project of critical 
pedagogy is exactly to empower students to engage in this social 
struggle over meaning. The conception of voice in critical peda- 
gogy is linked to this project. 

For advocates of critical pedagogy, voice signals participa- 
tion^ an active part in the social production of meaning. If the 
workshop sense of voice is evoked with the contrast, “my words 
versus someone else’s words,” then the contrast to voice within 
critical pedagogy is silence, where silence points to oppressive 
conditions that keep certain people from speaking and being 
heard. Rather than emphasizing the attempt to distinguish one- 
self from others, voice here emphasizes inserting oneself and one’s 
texts into public spheres. 

Another way to contrast writing workshop and critical peda- 
gogy versions of voice, then, is through their relations to demo- 
cratic theory. If we think of democracy in terms of liberty and 
popular sovereignty, then the workshop commitment to voice is 
concerned primarily with liberty, especially freedom of thought 
and expression. Voice in critical pedagogy is chiefly linked to the 
goal of popular sovereignty, to making power “accountable . . . 
to those affected by its exercise” (Bowles & Gintis, 1987, p. 4). 
Critical pedagogy is concerned with having students be active 
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participants in the construction of their worlds, rather than 
trapped in the meanings, subjectivities, and forms of authority 
determined by powerful others. 

Voice also serves different functions within the pedagogical 
schemes of writing workshop approaches and critical pedagogy. 
For workshop advocates, voice is a goal, an endpoint, a criterion 
with which to judge the success of the writing and instruction. 
Without that stamp of individuality — without, as Graves (1983) 
put it, “the imprint of ourselves on our writing” (p. 227)— the writ- 
ing and teaching have failed. Within critical pedagogy, however, 
voice is less a goal or endpoint in itself and more a starting point 
for collective work to be done by the classroom community.^ 
Student voices are a starting point in that they make avail- 
able a multiplicity of texts that can be examined, learned from, 
and criticized. Critical pedagogy’s emphasis on voice, then, is very 
much in the spirit of Dewey’s (1980) call for a transformed reci- 
tation. In the traditional recitation, individual students answered 
teacher questions for the purpose of displaying what they had 
memorized from the textbook in a competition for teacher re- 
wards. Dewey imagined a different sort of recitation, one in which 
the recitation “becomes the social clearing-house, where experi- 
ences and ideas are exchanged and subjected to criticism, where 
misconceptions are corrected, and new lines of thought and in- 
quiry are set up” (Dewey, 1980, p. 34). 

Advocates of critical pedagogy and writing workshops also 
embrace contrasting teacher stances in relation to student voice. 
Within critical pedagogy, individual students’ voices are assumed 
to arise from a social self, shaped and created in social contexts 
of great diversity. These voices — like the voices of teachers, cur- 
riculum developers, novelists, and scientists — are assumed to be 
necessarily partial, to express a particular position on the world 
that will make possible certain understandings and constrain oth- 
ers. Consequently, critical pedagogists say, again and again, that 
student voices must not only be affirmed, but also questioned. 
As Giroux put it: 

It is not enough for teachers merely to dignify the grounds on 
which students learn to speak, imagine, and give meaning to their 
world. Developing a pedagogy that takes the notion of student 
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voice seriously means developing a critically affirmative language 
that vv^orks both with and on the experiences that students bring 
to the classroom. This means taking seriously and confirming 
the language forms, modes of reasoning, dispositions, and histo- 
ries that give students an active voice in defining the world; it 
also means working on the experiences of such students in order 
for them to examine both their strengths and weaknesses. 
(Aronowitz 8c Giroux, 1991, p. 104) 

Nowhere do workshop advocates even hint that teachers 
should take up a critical position vis-a-vis reports of student ex- 
perience and the meanings students make with their texts. Work- 
shop advocates point to a stance that has the teacher intervene, 
strategically, in the technique of students’ writing processes and 
texts. But writing teachers are to ignore the intentions and mean- 
ings of students’ work except to help students pursue them more 
effectively (Lensmire, 1993). 

Gilbert’s (1989a, 1989b, 1994) work helps us understand 
this lack of critical attention to meaning. She argues that the no- 
tion of personal voice in workshop approaches ties student-writ- 
ten text and student tightly together. One consequence of this 
merging of text and student is that student texts “are seen to be 
so closely aligned to the individual child and that child’s original 
making of meaning that they are ‘beyond criticism’” (Gilbert, 
1989b, p. 198). In other words, any criticism of the meanings 
students make with their texts can be interpreted as a disparage- 
ment of or attack on the student personally. 

Gilbert also points to some of the difficulty this notion of 
personal voice gets us into. For what if the authentic student 
voice is, say, a sexist one, as in an example Gilbert (1989b) pro- 
vides from a year 5 writing workshop in Australia? Gilbert tells 
of the collaborative effort of four nine-year-old boys who wrote 
themselves into their own fictional story of war and destruction. 
They made themselves heroes, of course. They also wrote seven 
girls from the class into their tale. Six of these girls were given 
stereotypical roles in the story — “having ‘affairs,’ holding hands 
with boys, getting married, saying ‘I love you’” — before becom- 
ing victims of war, disposed of in “reasonably ugly ways” (Gil- 
bert, 1989b, p. 200). The one girl to escape the textual fate of 
stereotype and death happened to be the biggest girl in the class. 
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In the story, she jumps on top of the enemy and scares them off 
for a while. She also gets called “Super Blubber.” As Gilbert notes, 
“No need to kill off this female: her size and aggression have 
effectively excluded her anyway (what worse fate for a girl than 
to be called Super Blubber?)” (Gilbert, 1989b, p. 200). 

Are we, as workshop advocates seem to suggest, to marvel at 
this exploration of the world by these young boys and help them 
make it work even more effectively? 

It should be obvious that I find much about critical peda- 
gogists’ treatment of voice attractive and persuasive. I value their 
assumption of a social self-development within multicultural con- 
texts. I affirm, in general, the critical democratic project they are 
pursuing. Within this perspective, voice is conceived of in terms 
of participation in the construction and reconstruction of the 
world and the ways we make sense of it. And advocates of criti- 
cal pedagogy avoid an uncritical stance in relation to student 
meaning-making. 

But writing workshop and critical pedagogy versions of voice 
also share important similarities (Giroux, 1987). Both would have 
student voice flourish in the classroom. Both seek to humanize 
teaching and learning in schools through the acceptance and af- 
firmation of student voice. Both encourage the active explora- 
tion by students of their worlds, rather than passive submission 
in the face of teacher control and knowledge. 

Unfortunately, critical pedagogy and writing workshop con- 
ceptions of voice also share at least one serious weakness: Nei- 
ther has come to grips adequately with what conflict among 
voices — conflict generated among students, between teacher and 
students, and within individual students — means for the actual 
production of speech and writing within classrooms. In the end, 
neither workshop advocates nor advocates of critical pedagogy 
embed student voice in the immediate social context of the class- 
room, and consequently, they ignore important problems and 
issues attending the speech and writing of students there. Writ- 
ing workshop advocates embed voice in the inner context of the 
author’s intentions, desires, dreams, and experiences; when the 
social context of the workshop is considered at all, it is only as a 
friendly one that supports individual students’ expression. Criti- 
cal pedagogy advocates embed voice in politics and history writ 
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large, rather than within the local meanings, values, and rela- 
tions — the micropolitics and microhistories — of particular class- 
rooms. 

Voice and Classroom Conflict 

In my own teaching and research in a third-grade writing work- 
shop — work influenced by both writing workshop and critical 
pedagogy perspectives — I found that the local peer relations 
among students were extremely important influences on their 
activities and texts in the classroom, and not always in positive 
ways (Lensmire, 1993, 1994a, 1994b). Students used the relative 
control they exerted over their own movement and writing pro- 
cesses within the workshop to divide themselves up along gender 
and social class lines. Girls conferenced and collaborated with 
girls, and boys with boys. And middle-class students tended to 
work within shifting groups of middle-class friends and to avoid 
association with the working-class students who lived in a large 
trailer park in the middle of the mainly suburban community 
this school served. 

Karen, for example, spoke for both boys and girls when she 
stated that “the boys like the boys, but the girls like the girls” for 
peer conferences (personal communication. May 21, 1990). In 
Mary and Lori’s interview, Mary was quite explicit about whom 
she did and did not want to work with: “I like working with 
Carol, Lisa, Marie, Sharon, Emily, Julie, and Suzanne. And I don’t 
like working with the boys.” Mary’s list of girls, except possibly 
for Emily and Julie, was a fairly complete naming of the most 
popular girls in the class. She also was forthcoming about girls 
with whom she did not want to work and why. Mary said that 
“some of them have lice, they stink”; she did not like their “styles” 
or their personalities. 

Mary: Most of them, and some of them are from the trailer park 
and I don’t like working with people who are from the 
trailer park. . . . Like at first I thought that Lori was from 
the trailer park before I went over to her house the first 
time. 
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Lori: Thanks a lot. 

Mary: Well I did. (personal communication, May 31, 1990) 

Instead of the uniformly supportive workshop context that 
workshop advocates imagine, individual students felt they were 
confronted with multiple peer audiences that they judged to be 
more or less supportive, and more or less hostile^ to their at- 
tempts at expression. In other words, students, especially unpopu- 
lar students, felt there were serious risks involved in writing for 
peer audiences — risks to their sense of self, to what they valued 
and cared about, and to their social standing in relation to oth- 
ers. Robert, one of the boys from the trailer park, said in his 
interview that he liked to conference with Leon, his friend Will- 
iam, and Rajesh. When asked why he conferenced with them, he 
responded: 



Robert: 


Well, I know they wouldn’t like tell everybody, you 
know? 


Interviewer: 


No, tell me. Tell everybody what? 


Robert: 


Well, they wouldn’t tell, they wouldn’t go off 
telling everybody what you wrote. 


Interviewer: 


Yeah. Is that important to you? 


Robert: 


Yes it is. 


Interviewer: 


Why is that? 


Robert: 


Well, because, sometimes they laugh at you, they 
tease you. 


Interviewer: 


What do they laugh or tease you about? 


Robert: 


Well, what you didn’t write and what they didn’t 
write, like the same, like, they would think that 
theirs, theirs was better than the others, (personal 
communication. May 24, 1990) 



Students’ responses to risks associated with writing for peers 
included seeking out certain classmates for writing conferences 
and avoiding others. In their writing, students avoided genres 
and topics that they felt involved too much exposure of self. Some 
students chose not to insert themselves and their texts into public 
spaces within the workshop, spaces such as sharing time and the 
workshop library — spaces created specifically to allow all students’ 
voices to sound and be heard within the classroom community. 
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Unpopular students (mostly from the trailer park, a few not) 
felt these risks most keenly. The upshot is that students — not just 
teachers — can silence students’ voices in classrooms. Jessie, one 
of the most unpopular students in the class, summarized it this 
way. When asked why most students felt comfortable sharing 
their work during sharing time and she didn’t, she replied: “Be- 
cause they have lots of friends” (personal communication. May 
30, 1990).^ 

If possibilities for conflict and risk attend peer relations in 
classrooms, they also attend relations between teacher and stu- 
dent, even when the teacher rejects traditional practices and em- 
braces workshop or critical pedagogy approaches to teaching and 
learning in classrooms. McCarthey (1994) provides a worthy 
example in her story of Anita, an eleven-year-old girl in a fifth/ 
sixth-grade writing class in New York. Anita’s teacher, Ms. Meyer, 
was inspired by Calkins’s (1991) discussion of writers’ notebooks 
to have her students keep notebooks of their own. When it came 
time for Anita to write a piece developed from her notebook, she 
thought she might write about her experiences at camp. Her 
teacher, however, worried that such a topic lacked impact and 
focus, and that Anita would be unable to write about these expe- 
riences with the sort of powerful, personal voice workshop ad- 
vocates call for. After an examination of Anita’s notebook, Ms. 
Meyer thought that material concerning Anita’s relationship with 
her father could be developed into a strong piece, and she en- 
couraged Anita to write about that. 

Ms. Meyer was in good workshop form. She carefully read 
Anita’s notebook and tried to help Anita identify a topic — within 
the realm of Anita’s own experiences — worthy of Anita’s atten- 
tion and effort. She didn’t demand that Anita write about her 
father, but did encourage her to do so. 

Now Anita had a problem, for she didn’t want to write about 
her father. Anita hadn’t spelled it out in her notebook, and Ms. 
Meyer didn’t know: Anita didn’t want to write about her father 
because he physically abused her and her brother. But how can 
she not write about this topic and still please her teacher? And if 
she doesn’t want to tell Ms. Meyer about her relationship with her 
father, she can’t even reveal her real reasons for avoiding this topic. 
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Eventually, Anita came up with a fairly ingenious solution to 
her writing problem. She wrote about someone who was close to 
her but not abusive — her grandfather. This allowed her to fulfill 
Ms. Meyer’s seeming desire that she write about her relationship 
with an important person in her life, without exposing certain 
facets of her personal life to public scrutiny. 

Let me draw one moral from this story: given unequal power 
relations among teachers and students, encouragement is some- 
times not far from coercion in the classroom. The institutional 
authority of the teacher in school does not just go away when 
that teacher chooses to engage in alternative teaching practices; 
it remains for the student to negotiate with the teacher, or work 
through, or (as in Anita’s case) work around. It’s a complicated 
business. 

It’s a complicated business that is passed over too quickly in 
critical pedagogists’ calls for the questioning of student voice in 
the classroom. Anita and Ms. Meyer’s story suggests that simply 
supporting student voice in classrooms may be hard enough to 
accomplish.^ Advocates of critical pedagogy ask teachers to sup- 
port and question student expression. In questioning student ex- 
pression from their position of authority in the classroom, teachers 
once again run the risk of silencing student voice in the class- 
room. Rather than pushing classroom participants’ thought and 
action forward to increasingly critical evaluations of their world, 
such questioning could encourage students not to speak their 
mind, or to look for the correct thing to say to please the teacher. 
Although advocates of critical pedagogy recognize asymmetries 
of power in the classroom, they have, as Ellsworth (1989) as- 
serts, “made no systematic examination of the barriers that this 
imbalance throws up to the kind of student expression and dia- 
logue they prescribe” (p. 309). At times, critical pedagogists seem 
overconfident that student voice will flourish in the face of ques- 
tioning. 

In addition to conflict among peers and between teacher and 
student, advocates of writing workshops and critical pedagogy 
have largely ignored the inner conflict and struggle students of- 
ten face when speaking and writing in classrooms. Workshop 
advocates recognize that the writer faces difficulties in capturing- 
complex experiences in words, in finding words to express inner 
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meanings. But their conceptions of self and writing make it diffi- 
cult to address the inner conflicts inherent in having to use oth- 
ers' words when those others are different from, opposed to, and 
more powerful than the student writer or speaker.^ Bakhtin (1981) 
noted that 

the word in language is half someone else’s. It becomes “one’s 
own” only when the speaker populates it with his own intention, 
his own accent. . . . And not all words for just anyone submit 
easily to this appropriation, to this seizure and transformation 
into private property: many words stubbornly resist, others re- 
main alien, sound foreign in the mouth of the one who appropri- 
ated them and who now speaks them. . . . [I]t is as if they put 
themselves in quotation marks against the will of the speaker. 



Stephen Dedalus, the young Irish protagonist of James Joyce’s 
(1916/1976) A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man^ expresses 
this problem in his inner reflections on a conversation he is hav- 
ing with an English priest (who is also a dean at his school).^ 
Their discussion is moving, somewhat haphazardly, through ques- 
tions of esthetic theory and how to light fires and lamps, when 
the two discover that they use different words to name the same 
object — Stephen calls the priest’s “funnel” a “tundish.” The priest, 
with a courtesy that Stephen thinks rings false, calls tundish “a 
most interesting word” and repeats it several times to himself. 
For Stephen, this “little word seemed to have turned a rapier 
point of his sensitiveness against this courteous and vigilant foe,” 
the priest. Although English is the shared native tongue of both 
Stephen and the English priest, Stephen believes that 

the language in which we are speaking is his before it is mine. 
How different are the words home, Christy ale^ master^ on his 
lips and mine! I cannot speak or write these words without un- 
rest of spirit. His language, so familiar and so foreign, will al- 
ways be for me an acquired speech. I have not made or accepted 
its words. My voice holds them at bay. My soul frets in the shadow 
of his language, (p. 189) 

Advocates of critical pedagogy, with their assumption of a 
multiple, social self, certainly are in a better position than work- 
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shop advocates to recognize the inner struggles of people like 
Anita and Stephen. When Giroux writes that one’s voice “consti- 
tutes forms of subjectivity that are multilayered, mobile, com- 
plex, and shifting” (Aronowitz &c Giroux, 1991, p. 100), he is 
pointing to a conception of voice that is not far from acknowl- 
edging inner conflict in the production of speech and writing in 
schools. Unfortunately, critical pedagogists have not usually 
pushed this far. Their conception of voice, as Ellsworth notes, 

does not confront the ways in which any individual student’s 
voice is already a “teeth gritting” and often contradictory inter- 
section of voices constituted by gender, race, class, ability, ethnicity, 
sexual orientation, or ideology. ... It is impossible to speak from 
all voices at once, or from any one, without traces of the others 
being present and interruptive. (1989, p. 312) 

I should take care here. I am not saying that classrooms are 
always and necessarily places hostile to student voice. Teachers 
and students can work together in ways that reduce risks and 
address the conflicts they confront. Classrooms can be better 
places, learning places. Many already are, and sometimes they 
are supported by the visions of workshop and critical pedagogy 
advocates. 

Classrooms can be better places, and as educators we have a 
moral obligation to make them so. But just because we are work- 
ing to make them better doesn’t mean that students don’t con- 
tinue to confront problems in expressing themselves in classrooms, 
problems originating in conflicts with peers and teachers, and in 
the difficult choices they are making about who they will be in 
relation to school and a larger, heterogeneous social world. I am 
not trying to be a glass-half-empty person; I am arguing that if 
our ideas of something better are linked to the flourishing of 
student voice in classrooms, then our theorizing and efforts to 
make things better have to account for the risks and problems 
students face in expressing themselves there. 

Stated a little differently: We work for something better; as 
we do, our students still confront what is not yet better. We have 
to acknowledge this in ways that workshop advocates and criti- 
cal pedagogists have not. 
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Obviously, the situation I have described calls out for an al- 
ternative conception of voice, one that draws on the strengths of 
previous work by workshop and critical pedagogy advocates but 
that locates voice more firmly in the immediate social context of 
the classroom. This is what I am in the middle of trying to do, 
with the help of Bakhtin (1981, 1986) and others who have used 
Bakhtin’s work to inform their own writing on voice (e.g., Dyson, 
1992; Kamberelis &C Scott, 1992; O’Connor, 1989; Ritchie, 
1989).^ Instead of providing a beginning sketch of that work here, 
however, I conclude with some comments on teacher practice in 
the writing classroom, for conceptions of teacher practice are 
bound up with conceptions of student voice. If we see voice dif- 
ferently, then we will have to imagine teacher practice differently 
as well. 

Student Voice and Teacher Practice 

At least two aspects of teacher practice are in need of further 
examination and development. First, more attention needs to be 
paid to the immediate classroom community within which stu- 
dents speak and write. If, as Harris (1989) asserts, we “write not 
as isolated individuals but as members of communities whose 
beliefs, concerns, and practices both instigate and constrain, at 
least in part, the sorts of things we can say” (p. 12), then we had 
better pay attention to the classroom communities we create. 
Future work will need to explore both what sorts of classroom 
communities we think would be desirable, and what sorts of ac- 
tions we can take as educators to create and sustain such class- 
room communities within schools. 

In previous work (Lensmire, 1994a), for example, I proposed 
that workshop teachers and students be guided by a vision of 
what I called an engaged, pluralistic classroom community. An 
engaged, pluralistic classroom community is one that recognizes 
and affirms differences among students and encourages students 
to learn from and be enhanced by those differences. I adapted 
this vision of classroom community from Bernstein (1988), who 
identifies what he calls the “ethos of pragmatism” in the writings 
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of Pierce, James, Dewey, and others. An important theme of the 
pragmatist ethos, for Bernstein, is the vision of a community of 
inquirers that supports critical thought and action by its mem- 
bers. 

A shortcoming in my work, however, was that I did not take 
up in any detail the issue of how we might actually promote such 
classroom communities. Paradoxically, the writings of workshop 
advocates are filled with concrete suggestions for how to help 
teachers and peers interact in helpful ways around text, but their 
work does not connect these suggestions to a vision of commu- 
nity. Workshop approaches have aligned their goals with indi- 
vidual students’ intentions without considering that the ends some 
students pursue may not be beneficial for other students, or even 
themselves (remember the young boys in Gilbert’s example dis- 
cussed earlier). Consequently, when things don’t go as planned — 
when students don’t act the way they are supposed to according 
to writing workshop scripts — teachers are left to their own re- 
sources and visions in adapting workshop procedures and sug- 
gestions to local circumstances. Certainly, many teachers adapt 
in ways we would applaud. But our work could certainly benefit 
from careful explorations of what sorts of classroom communi- 
ties we want, and how we might create and sustain them. 

A second aspect of teacher practice in writing classrooms 
that is in need of revision is teacher response to student writing. 
The workshop conception of teacher response — what Graves 
(1983) calls “following the child” — emphasizes following and 
supporting students’ choices of topic and purpose for writing. 
Such a conception, however, ignores the problem of students 
pursuing questionable intentions and material in their texts, such 
as when students’ texts affirm — even if unintentionally — gender, 
race, and social class stereotypes and boundaries. 

In response to such problems, I developed a second concep- 
tion of response that draws heavily on the work of critical peda- 
gogy advocates (Lensmire, 1993). I also looked to psychoanalysis, 
especially the simultaneously accepting and critical stance that 
the analyst takes in relation to patients’ narratives, and began 
thinking of teacher response as a type of analysis. This is not one 
supported by Freudian theories of the unconscious, repression, 
and resistance: I looked to the “socio” rather than the “psycho,” 
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to the workings of language, culture, and power in the lives of 
speakers and writers, and conceived of teacher response as 
“socioanalysis.” Response as socioanalysis assumes that traces 
of racial, class, and gender oppression will, at times, find their 
way into the stories students tell. 

There are, however, problems with this conception of re- 
sponse. The critical teacher stance I created with the notion of 
socioanalysis proposed reading and responding to student texts 
as abstracted artifacts of an oppressive larger society. This sort of 
response is important if we want to help our students avoid modes 
of thought and action that perpetuate these aspects of our soci- 
ety. But in the end, socioanalysis, like following the child, is inad- 
equate because it does not concern itself with local politics, the 
micropolitics of the classroom, or how students’ texts might op- 
erate there. 

In my thinking about teacher response to students’ texts, I 
had realized that students in writing workshops made important 
curricular decisions for themselves, and that some of the mate- 
rial they might work with required their critical evaluations with 
my help. But I had thought of students’ decisions about curricu- 
lum as private ones, affecting only individual students’ work for 
the duration of individual projects. I had not considered how 
students’ stories became curriculum for other students in teacher- 
sponsored events and classroom practices that encouraged (and 
required) students to listen to and read carefully the texts of other 
students (Gilbert, 1989b). With the help of critical pedagogy ad- 
vocates, I had thought of “questionable” material in students’ 
texts as the unfortunate traces of societal politics of class, race, 
and gender. And with the help of critical pedagogy advocates, I 
had ignored how students’ stories participate, for better and for 
worse, in the micropolitics of the classroom. 

It is disturbing enough to realize that students’ texts can re- 
flect, in some way, differences in status and power among groups 
in society and among groups of students in the classroom. But 
we must also consider the active role texts play in producing and 
maintaining these relationships. Texts are rhetorical — they have 
effects in the world. They can influence others’ conceptions of 
themselves and their worlds, make them laugh, make them hurt, 
make them feel connected to others, make them feel safe or un- 
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safe, encourage them to speak and write or remain silent. Such is 
some of the work students’ texts do in our writing classrooms. 

Future work on teacher response will have to confront the 
rhetorical play of students texts within the classroom commu- 
nity.^ If it is to intervene helpfully in the production of student 
voice in classrooms, teacher response will have to concern itself 
with the consequences of students’ texts, both for the students 
who write them and for those who read them. 



Notes 



1. My own work and thinking have been most concerned with elemen- 
tary schools. So for me the writing workshop advocates who have been 
most influential are people such as Donald Graves, Lucy Calkins, and 
Nancie Atwell. Donald Murray, though more closely identified with 
college composition, has also been important because his work intro- 
duced me to workshop approaches. As for advocates of critical peda- 
gogy, Paulo Freire, Ira Shor, Henry Giroux, Roger Simon, and bell hooks 
have probably been most influential. It seems, however, at least in my 
reading of these writers, that Giroux has given the most explicit atten- 
tion to the idea of voice, and consequently my comments on voice in 
critical pedagogy are based largely on his work. 

2. According to Berlin (1988)^ workshop advocates embrace an “ex- 
pressionistic rhetoric” that is the descendant of both Rousseau and 
Romantic responses to nineteenth-century capitalism. This rhetoric as- 
sumes an autonomous, stable self who takes up relations with the world 
in order to make sense of it and her- or himself, and is characterized by 
a radical individualism that portrays the individual as the source and 
final arbiter of what /s, of what is good, and of what is possible. It is not 
that the reality of material, social, and linguistic aspects of the world is 
denied, but that “they are considered significant only insofar as they 
serve the needs of the individual. All fulfill their true function only when 
being exploited in the interests of locating the individual’s authentic 
nature” (Berlin, 1988, p. 484). Expressionistic rhetoric’s critique of so- 
ciety emerges from this demand that the material and social contexts of 
the individual support the pursuit and discovery of personal meaning. 
Berlin argues that this rhetoric has been closely tied to psychological 
theories that assert the inherent goodness of the individual, and that 
within expressionistic rhetoric, this inherent goodness is, of course, “dis- 
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torted by excessive contact with others in groups and institutions” (p. 
484). That is, all too often social relations and institutions (such as 
schools) corrupt human nature and demand conformity to petty social 
convention, rather than provide the supportive backdrop for a flourish- 
ing individuality. 

3. 1 am simplifying a bit here with the characterization of voice as end- 
point in writing workshop and voice as starting point in critical peda- 
gogy. Workshop advocates will sometimes talk of voice as a driving 
force or essential ingredient in the writing process itself (Graves, 1983). 
Thus, voice is linked not only to a quality of the text produced, but also 
to the assumed natural desire to express the self. Within critical peda- 
gogy, voice is sometimes used to suggest a desired endpoint in the devel- 
opment of the individual, as when Giroux calls for “a voice capable of 
speaking in one’s own terms, a voice capable of listening, retelling, and 
challenging the very grounds of knowledge and power” (1988, p. 71). 

4. With the help of the regular classroom teacher, I tried in a number of 
ways to make the workshop a safe, supportive place for all students, 
with limited success. I examine in detail students’ responses to peer re- 
lations in this workshop in Chapter 4, “Peer Audiences and Risk,” and 
Chapter 5, “Fiction, Distance, and Control,” of Lensmire (1994a). 

5. See Florio-Ruane (1991) and Ulichney and Watson-Gegeo (1989) for 
helpful discussions of the difficulties teachers and students face when 
they try to transform traditional teacher-dominated talk in writing con- 
ferences. 

6. Soliday (1994) provides a solid overview of research and an excellent 
account of the inner struggles students face in working across cultures 
in their school writing. 

7. I got this Joycean example of inner conflict over language from 
McDermott’s (1988) wonderful piece on “Inarticulateness.” 

8. I expect that a recently published book. Voices on Voice: Perspec- 
tives, Definitions, Inquiry (Yancey, 1994), will also help me in my work 
to develop an alternative conception of voice (as well as provide com- 
plications, challenges, and inner struggles I could probably do without). 

9. See Lensmire (1993) for an alternative conception of teacher response 
to both following the child and socioanalysis, based on the work of 
critical pragmatists such as Cherryholmes (1988). 
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P rogressive educators have been vocal during recent debates 
about literacy education curricula in the United States. In re- 
sponse to twelve years of federal and corporate assaults on schools 
and teachers, progressives have criticized the rhetoric of “what 
works” (Bennett, 1986) and “what every American needs to 
know” (Hirsch, 1988) and declared sound principles for curricu- 
lum development and practice. Rather than algorithms for how 
to teach regardless of content or context (Hunter, 1982) or a 
course of study based on selected readings of European experi- 
ence (Bloom, 1987), progressives have offered risk taking, reflec- 
tion, and collaboration as the basis for teacher-developed curricula 
in classrooms and schools. And, apparently, important constitu- 
encies have listened. Professional organizations (e.g., the National 
Council of Teachers of English [NCTE]), state departments of 
education (e.g., Pennsylvania), and thousands of individual class- 
room teachers have produced guides and practices to facilitate 
the realization of what has come to be known as curriculum as 
inquiry. 

Defined as the self-selection of questions and the struggle for 
answers, inquiry is said to drive learning, teaching, and curricu- 
lum development. Short and Burke (1991) explain: 



This chapter was written in 1994 when Timothy Shannon was a graduate 
student at Penn State University. 
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If a curriculum is truly learning centered, then that curriculum is 
based on inquiry and the search for questions that matter to us, 
whether we are adults or children. ... We learn to search for 
problems as well as explanations for our problems. We are both 
problem posers and problem solvers, (p. 55) 

Such a curriculum requires active participation from students 
and teachers; opportunities for students to construct reality 
through play, the arts, and language; support for students’ and 
teachers’ risk taking; a print-rich environment; and frequent ob- 
servation of good role models: 



Teachers should plan a reading curriculum which is broad enough 
to accommodate every student’s growth, flexible enough to adapt 
to individual and cultural characteristics of pupils, specific enough 
to assure growth in language and thinking, and supportive enough 
to guarantee student success. (Harste, 1989, p. 49) 

To accomplish this, progressive educators offer opportuni- 
ties for students to continue their natural learning processes while 
at school. Such invitations to inquire affirm students’ motivation 
to learn, helping them to develop a generative habit of identify- 
ing and addressing new questions, and providing a sense of em- 
powerment that assures students they have the ability and the 
right to use that habit. Together as curriculum inquirers, teach- 
ers and students form a community of learners that is prepared 
to support its members as they push past their current under- 
standings of themselves and their experiences. Together, they pre- 
pare for future demands by learning how to make sense of their 
current experiences and lives. “The curriculum, then, must al- 
ways be connected to as well as go forward from students’ life 
experiences,” according to Short and Burke (1991, p. 35). (Thus, 
“What has already happened to us is our invitation to the fu- 
ture” (p. 34). 

Curriculum as inquiry, then, is both a statement of process 
(ask questions, take risks, ask more questions, etc.) and a prod- 
uct (a vision of the present and the future). Through it, progres- 
sive educators attempt to consider what types of individuals they 
hope to live and work with in the classroom now and later in 
society. “Our hope is that when children leave elementary school. 




- 124 - 



143 



Classrooms in the Community: From Curriculum to Pedagogy 

they will be well on their way to full participation as citizens” 
(Lloyd-Jones &C Lunsford, 1989, p. 3). Advocates of curriculum 
as inquiry assume a free market of ideas in which all participants 
feel equally empowered to inquire into whatever questions each 
may find most pressing. Such an assumption, however, requires 
progressives to separate their classrooms from the politics and 
problems of everyday life in a way reminiscent of Rousseau’s 
negative education (Rousseau, 1762/1972), Like young Emile, 
students in progressive classrooms are to be protected from the 
temptations and threats of a social life in, their community be- 
yond the classroom door. But this supposed separation is artifi- 
cial at best and mythical at worst. Regardless of the teacher’s 
theoretical perspective, classrooms exist in a larger social con- 
text and are subject to the same contradictions and political is- 
sues as the rest of society. 

A negative education — one that seeks to shelter students from 
social controversy until they develop sufficient self-love to weather 
social temptation — is impossible because students bring with them 
to school the politically and socially charged voices of their com- 
munities and social groups. Even under the direction of the most 
remarkable educators, the classroom is unlikely to become a free 
market of inquiry because the discourses students and teachers 
bring to school are inscribed with differing amounts of cultural 
and economic capital, privileging some and silencing others. With- 
out careful analyses of these differences and how they might 
affect student and teacher inquiry, progressives employing cur- 
riculum as inquiry are likely to reproduce a stratified community 
in and out of the classroom. This is what Lisa Delpit (1988) has 
struggled to articulate. Unless progressive educators are willing 
to engage the larger social context of their classroom and cur- 
riculum, the democracy they seek is impossible on anything more 
than a limited and artificial scale. 

A step toward this analysis can be facilitated by including 
pedagogy when thinking about inquiry and empowerment. Peda- 
gogy is a view of how people within a specific context articulate 
a particular vision of what knowledge is of most value, what it 
means to know something, and how we might construct repre- 
sentations of ourselves, others, and our physical and social envi- 
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ronment (Simon, 1992). Pedagogy requires an integration of par- 
ticular curricular content and design, strategies, and techniques, 
and a time and space to practice those strategies, techniques, and 
evaluative purposes and methods: “In other words, talk about 
pedagogy is simultaneously talk about the details of what stu- 
dents and others might do together and the cultural politics such 
practices support. To propose a pedagogy is to propose a politi- 
cal vision” (Simon, 1992, p. 140). 

If progressive educators seek a pedagogy of inquiry and em- 
powerment, then they must articulate explicitly their political 
vision as well as their concerns for curricula and practice. To do 
so, they must elaborate on what they mean by inquiry and em- 
powerment in society, not just the classroom. Inquiry means more 
than posing and solving problems: it means having an inquisitive 
nature. Inquirers are skeptical about the world as it is presented 
to them. They doubt their own and others’ current knowledge 
and understanding of any topic and seek to uncover more new 
information to help them understand why things are the way 
they are. At times this skepticism may seem overly critical as 
students inquire about rules, mores, or traditions that even few 
adults can explain. But inquirers are also hopeful as well as criti- 
cal. If they were not hopeful about a better understanding and a 
better future, then why ask questions at all? If we cannot amelio- 
rate our present circumstances, then what’s the point of inquiry? 

Empowerment means to give, permit, or enable some ability 
or right to someone or somebodies. It assumes unequal power 
relationships among members within some social organization — 
after all, one “permits” others to do something — and it implies 
some structure which protects this differential power. To value 
empowerment, then, is to take the side of the powerless because 
the structure of privilege is unwarranted or unjust. When com- 
bined with inquiry, empowerment becomes a critical act in iden- 
tifying and resisting the unequal and unjust past and present, 
and a hopeful act in bringing about a more equal and just future. 
Working toward empowerment and inquiry is more than estab- 
lishing a free market of ideas or ensuring equal opportunity among 
classmates to inquire. Rather, empowerment and inquiry require 
progressives to question the status quo and to advocate for the 
powerless in school and society. 
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Since students and teachers bring the inequalities of our soci- 
ety and their communities with them to class, a progressive peda- 
gogy of inquiry and empowerment must not restrict itself to 
classroom relations. Instead, progressive educators must push past 
the classroom and school doors to inquire about the community 
which surrounds and informs them. Most progressives acknowl- 
edge this need to reach out: 



Effective programs of change work under the assumption that 
curriculum and curriculum development take and are enhanced 
by partnership. Joint school and university research projects that 
extend over time and community programs such as Literacy Day, 
Reading in the Mall, Young Authors Conferences and the like, 
are signs that this assumption is being practiced. (Harste, 1989, 
p. 55) 



Although these programs may be a start toward pedagogies 
of inquiry and empowerment, they lack a political imagination 
sufficient to help progressives realize their hopes for the future. 
Fortunately, we have many theoretical and practical examples 
from the last one hundred years to stimulate progressive imagi- 
nations and actions (Shannon, 1990). 



Pedagogies of Inquiry and Empowerment 



We are, then, concerned in our curriculum to make sure that it 
affords the kind of experiences and the kind of activities which 
will help children to grow normally and naturally. The old-line 
pedagogue was continually asking. What must a child know, what 
knowledge is of most worth? We ask instead. What should a 
child be like, what ways of acting and what habits of response 
are most worth while? But we do not consider the child alone, 
for naturally the individual is part of a larger group and this 
group part of a wider community. Our school is neither child- 
centered nor society-centered. Rather we take the child as he is 
and where he is, try to understand him, and then seek to help 
him understand the kind of world in which he lives and the part 
he is to play in it. (De Lima, 1942, p. 17) 

In this description of the work at the Little Red Schoolhouse, 
Agnes De Lima foreshadows the current concern about peda- 




146 






- 127 - 



TIMOTHY SHANNON AND PATRICK SHANNON 



gogy. Deeply embedded in the philosophy and activities of the 
progressive education movement, she explains the curricular 
thinking and practice in the struggle for curricular innovation 
and change that began in earnest with John Dewey and the teach- 
ers at the Laboratory School in Chicago and has never ended. 

Dewey believed in schools driven by philosophy rather than 
by intellectual abstractions, by social and emotional experiences 
that tested philosophy pragmatically. The philosophy that drove 
the Laboratory School was an attempt to understand the every- 
day social experiences students brought to the classroom and to 
develop hypotheses for appropriate curricular activities that were 
testable against social events. The curriculum, then, became the 
scrutiny and scientific evaluation of all aspects of human life. 
Recognizing that “life” did not treat everyone equally, Dewey set 
the school’s first priority — to work toward equality and justice 
in school and community: “Until there is something like eco- 
nomic security and economic democracy, aesthetic, intellectual, 
and social concern will be subordinated to an exploitation by the 
owning class which carries with it the commercialization of cul- 
ture” (Dewey, 1928, p. 270). 

Schooling, then, was to be the institution through which so- 
cial knowledge, memory, thought, and habit could be developed 
in order to reach democratic ideals. Because the ideals were to be 
achieved through individuals’ experiences, the task of educators 
was to develop within students scientific thinking and malleable 
habits that would allow them to make sense of the current social 
order and to remake school and community life according to 
these ideals. In this way, Dewey’s educational theory was really a 
political theory. 

In the Laboratory School, students, teachers, and parents 
planned school programs and curricula together in order “to 
harmonize” the children’s interests and lives with adult ends and 
values. Throughout its history, the school was community cen- 
tered rather than child centered (Dewey, 1934). The projects al- 
ways began with the students’ interests, and the object of each 
activity was to connect those interests with the world outside the 
home and school and to consider the academic, moral, and civic 
principles extending from those activities. The teacher’s role was 
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to facilitate the activities and to recognize when the students were 
ready to take the next step intellectually or socially. 

For example, several eight-year-olds decided to study weav- 
ing as a means to connect school and community. The students 
built looms, interviewed immigrant weavers in the surrounding 
community, and began to consult books to determine how weav- 
ing was conducted in different parts of the United States and the 
world. This domestic work also led to the guided activity of ex- 
ploration of different methods of spinning and weaving in the 
American colonial period: “They learned that the invention of 
machines had brought many improved ways of living, had 
changed the organization pattern of many industries, and had 
left many industrial and social problems for later generations to 
solve” (Mayhew & Edwards, 1936, p. 194). Students found en- 
joyment and experienced physical development in the activity 
while they applied principles of physics, literacy, history, geogra- 
phy, mathematics, and art, all as extensions of domestic science. 
They also examined social relations through collective work and 
inquiry: 

The children realized somewhat the position of the spinner and 
weaver, the beginnings of organization in several branches of the 
industry, the misunderstanding of the value of machines and the 
benefit of machine work to the community, and the riots which 
followed any invention replacing hand-work. (Mayhew &c 
Edwards, 1936, p. 194) 

Albion Small, a colleague of Dewey’s, described the scope of 
Dewey’s and all teachers’ work during an address to the National 
Education Association in 1896: 

Educators shall not rate themselves as leaders of children, but as 
makers of society. Sociology knows no means for the ameliora- 
tion or reform of society more radical than those of which teach- 
ers hold the leverage [When teachers] begin to recognize and 

accept their social function, rather than thinking of themselves 
merely as providing tonics for various kinds of mental impo- 
tence . . . they will begin to fulfill their vital role in making a 
better future (qtd. in Kliebard, 1986, p. 184) 
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William Kilpatrick (1918) sought to popularize Small’s and 
Dewey’s ideas through a more accessible, systematic means of 
curriculum development. To do so, he sought to make pedagogi- 
cal thought less explicitly political but nonetheless based on stu- 
dent inquiry. His solution, called the “project method,” was based 
on four interrelated ideas: 

1. The pupils must propose what they do. The pupils choose 
the next “project” they are to work on. 

2. Actual learning is never single. Learning in addition to the 
matter at hand has many concomitant learnings perhaps 
building attitudes toward various other life interests involved 
in what is going on. 

3. All learning encouraged by the school is so encouraged 
because it is needed here and now in order to carry on better 
the enterprise now under way. When the activity (project) is 
first chosen, the learning and subject matter are henceforth 
subordinate to it. If, for example, arithmetic or history were 
needed for the better doing of an enterprise under way, the 
children learned then and there exactly what was so needed 
for that specific purpose. 

4. The curriculum is a series of guided experiences so related 
that what is learned in one serves to elevate and enrich the 
subsequent stream of experience. The principle of activity lead- 
ing to further activity, (qtd. in Collings, 1923, pp. 18-20) 

Following Dewey’s example, Collings sought to test 
Kilpatrick’s philosophy in an experiment conducted in three ru- 
ral public schools in McDonald County, Missouri, from 1918 to 
1921. The experimental schools were organized around conver- 
sation in which students could raise points and questions vital to 
them and could benefit from their peers’ opinions and sugges- 
tions. These conversations provided students with a forum to 
express, reconsider, and reformulate their understandings and 
misconceptions about their community and academic work. That 
is, students talked their way to more sophisticated understand- 




- 130 - 



Classrooms in the Community: From Curriculum to Pedagogy 

ings of themselves, their relationships with others, and the social 
structures and practices of their communities. Through these 
conversations, curricula were generated, experienced, and evalu- 
ated, while students learned to ask and seek answers to their 
own questions (Collings, 1923). 

An example of a project proposed by members of the inter- 
mediate group (ages nine to twelve) was an investigation of a 
repeated outbreak of typhoid at a classmate’s house. After a visit 
to the classmate’s home, significant "book work,” and consulta- 
tion with experts at a regional university, the class built a fly- 
catcher, wrote a letter apprising the classmate’s father of ways to 
prevent reinfection, and surveyed the community about the preva- 
lence of other communicable diseases. The class’s advice solved 
the family’s problem, and they presented the results of their sur- 
vey at a parents’ meeting, prompting the establishment of a com- 
munity health care service (Collings, 1923, p. 54). Through this 
and other projects, these students and their teachers brought the 
community directly into the classroom and the classroom into 
the community. And the students fared very well in later com- 
parisons on standardized tests. 

Caroline Pratt (1924) argued that play is the primary means 
through which young children make sense of their social experi- 
ence and bring their community to school. In the City and Coun- 
try School, play was the catalyst for investigation and further 
study. During outings from the classroom, students were encour- 
aged to notice the events, objects, and interactions of their com- 
munity: 

They have been engaged in the whole thing without much par- 
ticularizing. Now they become interested in the details. What 
part of the engine makes the whistle? what makes the move- 
ment? who pulls the throttle? Children are not interested in these 
as facts, but as facts to be used in play; or it would be more 
correct to say that what the information does to the play is to 
keep it going and help it to organize as a whole, to raise new 
inquiries, and above all to offer opportunities for new relation- 
ships. (p. 3) 

For example, the "Sevens” [seven-year-olds] at the City and Coun- 
try School developed a play city which was left intact and worked 
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with throughout the yean During this year, these young students 
dealt with many of the same issues as their parents: 

There was also a great deal of work to be done in cleaning the 
yard and the cement river bed. . . . Douglas and Roger kept on 
steadily with their sweeping of the cement river bed. They said, 

“We should be paid for this by the City.” Jenny, overhearing 
them, answered, “We must have taxes.” (Pratt, 1924, pp. 236- 
37) 

In a passionate speech to the Progressive Education Society 
in 1932, George Counts asked educators to reinstate explicit 
politics in their work. He criticized members who 

are rather insensitive to the accepted forms of social injustice, 
who are content to play the role of interested spectator in the 
drama of human history, who refuse to see reality in its harsher 
and more disagreeable forms, and who, in the day of severe trial, 
will follow the lead of the most powerful and respectable forces 
in society, and at the same time, find good reasons for so doing. 
(Counts, 1932, p. 259) 

Thinking that politics would not find its way into classrooms 
without appropriate curriculum materials, Harold Rugg created 
some success in schools with large-scale adoption of his overtly 
political social studies textbooks. Beginning in 1926, Harold and 
his brother Earle produced two editions of an elementary and 
secondary social studies text series. The textbooks were origi- 
nally in pamphlet form to allow for frequent, inexpensive updat- 
ing and offered an activity format (Nelson, 1978). Rugg proposed 
that the conventional subject matter be swept away by a new 
curriculum, which would be developed strictly on the criterion 
of desired social outcome. The Ruggs felt that their social science 
curriculum should be based on “dealing with the diversity of life 
among peoples of the earth; crucial facts in one’s own commu- 
nity; the problems of human migration, interdependent civiliza- 
tions, various governments and issues in modern life” (Rugg, 
1926, p. 7). The diversity of the subject matter as well as the 
fusing of all the disciplines of the social sciences made these text- 
books unique and nationally appealing. Over 2.5 million were 
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used in schools until 1941 (Shannon, 1990). 

Working in a homestead community built with federal funds 
to attract families out of the hills during the Great Depression, 
Elsie Clapp had one mission in mind: she hoped to create a pub- 
lic school in Arthurdale, West Virginia, that would bring the en- 
tire community into the classroom in order to create a reciprocal 
teaching relationship between children and adults. Ethel Carlisle 
was the first-grade teacher at Arthurdale School at the time. She 
wrote in her diary: 

September 29, 1934. This morning we discussed the kind of po- 
tatoes grown here. They saw trucks taking bags of potatoes that 
had been dug, so they were eager to go to the patch. It was down 
at the new school site, and was the community potato patch. 

Down at the potato patch, the children immediately began 
to pick up potatoes and put them in a bag. Fern’s father was 
working there and he isn’t at all well, so he was very grateful for 
their help and sat down and rested for a few minutes. There was 
a team of horses there, too, which pleased the children. Several 
of the children’s fathers were there and they were eager to an- 
swer any questions, (qtd. in Clapp, 1940, p. 133) 

Thus, when the community could not come into the class- 
room, the classroom went into the community. The adults taught 
their children about life and work, and the children taught many 
of their parents more about academic subjects and literacy. In 
this small rural area, the school was the center of the community. 

Although elementary school teachers attempted to use the 
community as their curriculum, secondary schools remained bas- 
tions of the university-dominated, discipline-oriented, or scien- 
tifically processed, socially efficient curriculum. In 1932 the 
Progressive Education Association began an experiment in thirty 
high schools with the assurance from over three hundred col- 
leges that they would waive traditional entrance criteria. These 
high schools made modest to dramatic changes in their curricula. 
In the Denver high schools: 

With the growing interest toward giving young people an oppor- 
tunity to supplement their school experiences with firsthand 
knowledge of the community, closer understandings are sought 






- 133 - 



152 



TIMOTHY SHANNON AND PATRICK SHANNON 



between those who work in the schools and the men and women 
who carry forward the life of the city as a whole. Factories, retail 
stores, newspaper plants, public service companies, and others 
are making it possible for young people to study the productive 
life of the city. Federal, state and municipal institutions, such as 
the Denver Water Works, the State Legislature, law courts, the 
city jail, and the Colorado General Hospital are open to visitors 
from the schools. (Thirty Schools, 1942, pp. 148--49) 

Eight years later, after one group of students had graduated from 
college, the experimental results suggested that students from the 
progressive high schools were better college students than their 
counterparts from traditional high schools (Chamberlin et al., 
1942 ). 

Today, views of possible relationships between schools and 
communities are often called critical pedagogies. Although pre- 
vious advocates often conducted too simplistic analyses of social 
issues, modern 

reconceptualized reconstructionism would aim at the realization 
of the basic human interest in practical competence and the so- 
ciocultural conditions necessary for praxis. . . . Through a peda- 
gogy of hope in the face of the very formidable barriers to critical 
analysis, we can gain a sense of human interests. (Stanley, 1992, 



To previous concerns about social class, critical pedagogists add 
sensitivity to issues of race, linguistic differences, gender, and 
culture: 

There is a need for the continued development of theory and 
research that emphasizes social justice and emancipation. Such 
theory must, however, see race, gender, and class as equally im- 
portant and as enduring forms of oppression that are interre- 
lated but not reducible to one form. (Sleeter & Grant, 1988, p. 

145) 

Critical pedagogists ask teachers to develop a curriculum 
which does more than simply further legitimate shared assump- 
tions, agreed on proprieties, or established convention, and to 
recognize that the foundation for all human agency as well as 
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teaching is steeped in a commitment to the possibilities of human 
life and freedom. Teachers must recognize the political nature of 
their jobs when deciding what knowledge is of most value, who 
is considered knowledgeable, and how teachers’ decisions and 
actions can create a democratic community built on a commit- 
ment to equality and justice (McLaren, 1989). 

Linda Christensen (1991) teaches English at Jefferson High 
School in Portland. In Rethinking Columbus^ a teacher resource 
for critical pedagogy, she explains her efforts to advance the natu- 
ral inquiry of children: 

To help Justine and her classmates dismantle those old values 
and reconstruct more just ones, I have two goals when we study 
children’s culture: first, to critique portrayals of hierarchy and 
inequality; second, to enlist students in imagining a better world, 
characterized by respect and equality. (Christensen, 1991, p. 54) 

Christensen’s class has written several analyses of cartoons and 
submitted their work to the PTA as a report: “Importantly, stu- 
dents saw themselves as actors in the world; they were fueled by 
the opportunity to convince some parents of the long-lasting ef- 
fects cartoons impose on their children or to enlighten their peers 
about the roots of some of their insecurities” (Christensen, 1991, 
p. 55). 

Jesse Goodman has worked with the teachers of Harmony 
School in Bloomington, Indiana, to create a curriculum he calls 
critical democracy. He claims that today’s schoolchildren dem- 
onstrate “personal freedom” through antisocial, egotistical pos- 
turing because our cultural values favor the individual and 
self-development. Goodman argues that in democratic schools, 
students’ individuality can grow only within a community struc- 
ture in which restrictions and expectations are placed on the in- 
dividual by the community. Although teachers retain their 
authority in these schools, there can be no authoritarianism if 
teachers and students are to make human and academic connec- 
tions. With this concept as the driving force, cultural differences 
are recognized as a strength of democratic pedagogy, and a shared 
language of cooperation develops to direct all learning. Goodman 
and the teachers at Harmony believe students’ inquiries should 
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be collaborative efforts and that criticism can be turned into pos- 
sibility for a truly democratic future: 

Collective learning is an essential characteristic of a connectionist 
curriculum. Resisting and offering alternatives to the competi- 
tiveness in our schools and society is crucial for establishing criti- 
cal democracy. Although it is essential that students’ sense of 
uniqueness and creativity are preserved, engaging children in 
cooperative activities and, more important, providing them with 
a genuine sense of shared learning are a necessary foundation for 
the type of education envisioned. (Goodman, 1992, p. 141) 

Discussing his national survey of progressive schools and 
teachers, George Wood (1992) explains that by having students 
do “real things,” schools can develop students’ sense of agency. 
They can learn to make a difference. The classrooms described in 
Schools That Work reach well beyond the classroom door. Wood 
chronicles the curriculum, the life, and the activities of teachers 
and students who are trying not only to understand, but also to 
make a difference in their communities. For example, in Win- 
chester, New Hampshire: 

the faculty at Thayer have decided to challenge the conventional 
ways of thinking about preparing students for the world after 
school. Rather than seeing their mission as primarily vocational, 
preparing kids for either college or a job, they see their work as 
primarily civic, preparing kids to make a contribution to the world 
around them. They believe the best way to do this is to engage 
students in exploring that world while they are in school, not 
only with an eye toward the curriculum or services, but with a 
focus on who they will become as members of the community. 
(Wood, 1992, p. 221) 

An Invitation to Act 

Pedagogies of inquiry and empowerment ask teachers to recog- 
nize and act on the power that lies in their hands to encourage 
social betterment. Such pedagogies require theories of learning, 
teaching, and curriculum which value and develop not only stu- 
dents’ cultures and intellects, but also their civic leadership and 
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social agency. Besides theory, pedagogies of inquiry and empow- 
erment require appropriate action that places students and teach- 
ers squarely in the specificity of the communities which surround 
their schools, as preparation for later action in larger social units. 
To understand themselves and their communities, teachers and 
students venture from the classroom to investigate the issues they 
find most interesting, worthwhile, or pressing. At times they bring 
their understandings of those issues and the community back into 
their classroom through role-play and curricular materials in or- 
der to examine their usefulness for them. These adventures re- 
quire that teachers and students take seriously the social wonders 
and problems that pervade every community and that they work 
diligently to challenge those aspects which impede the social de- 
velopment and political rights of all or some community members. 

The examples we offer from our past and present are both 
exhilarating and paralyzing. On the one hand, they suggest that 
many educators practice pedagogies of inquiry and empower- 
ment that take the community as the curriculum. Yet because 
some of these examples seem distant from teachers’ everyday 
concerns, they can inhibit us from taking that first step toward 
broadening curriculum into pedagogy. Progressive educators must 
take that step, however, if we value inquiry, empowerment, and 
democracy. And perhaps a personal example will prove the best. 

Feather Falls School is a small rural public school in north- 
ern California where Tim was superintendent, principal, and in- 
termediate and junior high teacher simultaneously for eleven years. 
It is safe to say that the town would not exist without the school 
and that the school could not function without the direct assis- 
tance of the townspeople. They have a truly symbiotic relation- 
ship. For example, the town’s recycling program began when Judy, 
the primary grade teacher and now the superintendent, asked 
her students to bring their recyclable waste to school on Mon- 
days so she could drive it down the mountain to the recycling 
center. Each spring, the upper-level students walk “the road” (the 
only road to anywhere) to pick up garbage, cans, paper, and car 
parts in order to make the drive up to Feather Falls as aestheti- 
cally pleasing as possible. They bring the waste to the school, where 
Bob, the maintenance person, takes it to the recycling center. 
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The school attempts to teach compassion and civic responsi- 
bility through example. Nancy, the school secretary, has the staff 
and students assemble Thanksgiving and Christmas baskets each 
year for families who need them. The volunteers for the fire de- 
partment and the staff of the health center help identify the needy 
and distribute the baskets. When the Shasta Fire of 1992 burned 
the school library and many houses in a neighboring town, Feather 
Falls students brought food, clothing, books, and “something 
that someone their age would like” to that community. In remem- 
bering the fire of 1987 that nearly burned Feather Falls, these stu- 
dents learn early that communities must look out for each other. 

Because the school is literally and figuratively the center of 
the community, many organizations share the facilities with the 
students. Such use takes its toll on the buildings and the grounds, 
but the budget for repairs is low. This past spring break, Eileen, 
the school librarian, her husband, Steve, and the new upper-divi- 
sion teacher, Galen, resurfaced the basketball court and painted 
new lines to surprise the basketball team, the Skyhawks, and to 
prepare for the “end of the year community lunch,” which Joyce, 
the school cook, prepares every year for the entire town. It’s held 
on the basketball court — weather permitting. 

Each year, the older students take a camping trip to the Pa- 
cific Ocean because many of them have never seen it before. The 
members of the school board and the community fund the trip 
privately, and the entire town comes alive with conversation when 
camp-out time approaches. Galen; Bill, the bus driver; Cooky, 
LaDonna, and Ginger, classroom aides; and Louise, the special 
needs teacher, leave their homes and families for a week to ac- 
company the students on this annual adventure. They go to a 
different place every year to experience new things. Days are spent 
tidepooling, hiking, exploring the coastal mountains, and body 
surfing in the Pacific. More than one adult has overheard a stu- 
dent claim that this is the most memorable time he or she had at 
school; it broadens their conceptions of community to include 
society. 

Together, the faculty, staff, students, and adults of Feather 
Falls have built a humane community in and out of school. The 
students have become concerned about the millpond in town. 
They have organized an action committee to test the toxicity of 
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the water and posed questions about the cleanup. They have 
questioned the local lumber company about clear-cutting the for- 
ests which surround their school, and developed strategies to avoid 
clear-cutting and yet still continue to be able to remove the tim- 
ber for lumber. The lumber company has stopped clear-cutting 
and left smaller trees to begin reforestation. Parents who work 
for the company are proud of the students’ work. 

The students, teachers, and community members, in this and 
the examples offered earlier, are attempting to develop pedagogies 
of inquiry and empowerment in the hope that together we can all 
build a more humane society. Inquiry in school is the catalyst for 
empowerment and hope, as well as offering the possibility of 
student contribution to a democratic society. This work in the 
specificity of a particular community is our best chance to pre- 
pare students for a larger social context that crosses borders of 
nations, races, and genders. Inquiry begins the process that re- 
sults in broader understanding of the possibility of one humane 
society. 
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""I Knew That Already”: How 
Children's Books Limit Inquiry 
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Anthea’s Text 

Kate Petty wanted me to know Cleopatra was an Egyptian queen. 

I already knew that. She fell in love with Mark Antony who died 
in a battle. Here is the story: Cleopatra was an Indian queen who 
fell in love with Mark Anthony. Mark died in a battle. So one 
night when everyone was sleeping she got out of bed and got one 
of the cobras and put [it] against her chest. The cobra bit her. She 
died. Anthea, 7 

In this piece of writing, seven-year-old Anthea takes an inquiry 
approach to My First Book of Knowledge^ a general knowledge 
text produced specifically for young readers (Petty, 1990). She 
first focuses on the relationship between herself as a young reader 
and the information offered by the text: ‘T already knew that.” 
She then goes on to construct an account of the Antony and 
Cleopatra story. In writing about the text, she draws on class 
discussions and written activities I had introduced during regu- 
lar shared book sessions. When we read together from a shared 
text (perhaps an enlarged print “big book,” or a narrative, or a 
poetry book, or an informational school text), I encourage stu- 
dents to make critical readings of the texts. 



Critical Text Inquiry 

A critical orientation is based on an understanding that all texts 
work to produce authority relations between themselves and their 
readers. Critical readers analyze the work the text does, making 
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the text an object of inquiry. When working with informational 
texts written especially for five- to eight-year-olds, I explore the 
idea that factual books do more than simply provide informa- 
tion. Texts frequently fail to take young readers seriously as re- 
searchers and knowers, positioning them instead as having little 
capacity to engage in inquiry and as having little or no prior 
knowledge of the subject. In other words, the authority to know 
about a topic and to construct a particular version of it for young 
readers is claimed by the text. In this chapter, I demonstrate how 
I have introduced a pedagogy that encourages students to con- 
duct a critical inquiry into texts written for them. 

Despite their central role in defining students’ reading and 
research practices, texts have not themselves been objects of criti- 
cal classroom inquiry. How they work to produce students as 
specific kinds of readers and inquirers has only recently been 
considered a suitable topic for classroom investigation (Baker & 
Freebody, 1989; Luke, 1993; Gilbert, 1989; Freebody, 1993). 
Students have been encouraged to question some aspects of in- 
formational texts: Is this text up to date? Does it have an index, 
table of contents, page numbers, appropriate terminology and 
illustrations? What are the credentials of the writers? Such ques- 
tions, though important to readers and researchers, fall far short 
of any sort of critical inquiry. They fail to challenge the text’s 
claims to be taken for granted as a source of information, not 
just about the topic but also about the child reader. 

Inquiry approaches in schools are likely to be limited to the 
sorts of questions modelled by teachers and answered by text- 
books. They are likely to be tied to topics deemed “suitable” for 
student investigation and to be restricted by the kind of child 
inquirer produced by school informational texts (for more on 
this topic, see Barbara Comber’s essay in Chapter 5 of this vol- 
ume, as well as Robyn Jenkin’s essay in Chapter 11). 

Comber argues for the politicization of the topics into which 
students conduct their inquiries. It is essential, she claims, that teach- 
ers show students how to ask “prior” questions about inquiry top- 
ics, questions which probe how people come to know why certain 
kinds of knowledge are more important than others, and whether 
there are different versions of knowledge on this topic. 

I claim, in addition, that teachers need to introduce students 
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to a politicized use of the texts they consult in the course of in- 
quiry — that they need to be introduced to the position that far 
from being neutral, innocent sources of information, texts writ- 
ten for them offer selected, partial versions of the social, physi- 
cal, and political world. I swing the spotlight away from inquiry 
into topics based on the physical and social worlds outside the 
classroom and turn it instead onto questions and activities de- 
signed to make classroom informational texts themselves into a 
topic for student inquiry. I refer to this orientation as “critical 
text inquiry.” 

I have chosen to demonstrate critical text inquiry using epi- 
sodes revolving around three different kinds of factual texts writ- 
ten especially for young students: 

♦ My First Book of Knowledge (Petty, 1990), a general knowledge 
text written for reading at home rather than at school. 

♦ Amazing Landforms (Brian, 1992), an enlarged print informa- 
tional “big book” designed for classroom inquiry approaches. 

♦ Sunshine Books: Science (1992), a series of short books written 
to accompany a school science course for five- to eight-year- 
olds. 

These three factual text types are likely to be encountered by 
young readers at home or at school. 

How Do Texts Position Readers? 

I encourage students to bring readily available books such as My 
First Book of Knowledge from home so that they can be included 
in regular language lessons. Texts like this may not be commonly 
found at school, but they are often an important part of children’s 
leisure reading as well as a source of information for research 
conducted outside school. Like all other texts, they position read- 
ers in particular ways. 

Writers, illustrators, and publishers of children’s books se- 
lect from available knowledge to produce versions of the physi- 
cal and social world designed for children’s consumption. Text 
features — such as linguistic forms and the categorization, descrip- 
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tion, placement, illustration, and layout of the concepts and 
knowledge selected as suited to young readers — produce particular 
kinds of relationships between text and reader, and produce spe- 
cific kinds of child readers and child inquirers. School texts and 
the discourses surrounding texts in classrooms together construct 
relationships in which students’ knowledge is subordinate to text 
knowledge (Baker & Freebody, 1989). Students are positioned 
by school texts and by the inquiry practices of teachers to take 
up specially constructed views of the world and of themselves as 
readers, as researchers, and as knowers. 

My usual practice with classroom texts is to implement a 
pedagogy which makes it possible for students to change their 
relationship with texts. I frame questions and activities so that 
students can inquire into a particular topic using the texts I read 
in shared book sessions. At the same time, I show students how 
to challenge the way they are treated as readers, inquirers, and 
knowers by these books. 

Using the Text as a Source of Information 

When we first looked at My First Book of Knowledge, I guided 
students with suggestions about what to look for: “Let’s see if 
these drawings on the cover give you an idea of the topics cov- 
ered in the book”; “Let’s read the list of contents together and 
you can choose a section that you’d like me to read aloud”; “Talk 
about the drawings. Do they illustrate information in the printed 
text? Are they related to the printed text as far as you can tell? 
Do they provide extra information?” 

I led them through activities designed to demonstrate a 
metalanguage for the ways informational texts are organized: 
“Read out the main heading of this section: Find the sub-head- 
ings and read them aloud.” Other activities encouraged students 
to listen to and retell information couched in book language: 
“Ask some questions about how people lived in ancient Egypt 
and we’ll listen for the answers”; “Tell the person you’re sitting 
next to one piece of interesting information from that paragraph”; 
“Tell the person you’re sitting next to one thing you heard that 
you didn’t know”; “Tell the person you’re sitting next to some 
information that interested you.” Students identified text features. 
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listened for the answers the text provided to their questions, in- 
terpreted the text, and retold remembered facts. 

Questions and activities such as these make it possible for 
students to use the text as a source of information but not to 
consider the text itself as a topic for inquiry. These questions and 
activities position students to accept the text’s authoritative voice. 
Often inquiry stops here. As I argued earlier, teachers need to 
frame questions and activities that position students to be critical 
readers of their texts, to challenge the limitations to inquiry that 
are frequently constructed by children’s factual texts. 

Challenging the Texfs Position of Authority 

Next, I encouraged students to investigate the roles of writer, 
illustrator, and publisher in producing a children’s factual text 
and to contribute their own knowledge to the discussion of the 
topic. When adults produce factual books for children, they have 
ideas about what children should know, based on presumptions 
about things like age, gender, life experience, and authority rela- 
tions. In my talk about My First Book of Knowledge, I drew 
students’ attention to the central role these people play in defin- 
ing and limiting student knowledge in this way: “I notice that the 
writer’s name is on the cover. I wonder what Kate Petty and the 
other people who produced this book decided to put in this book 
for you to read about?” 

In this early stage of their experience as inquirers into texts, 
student talk was limited to statements that began, “I notice that 
Kate Petty thinks we should read about . . . .” While this inquiry 
went no further at this time, the talk I initiated challenged the 
usual practice of taking for granted the content of children’s books. 

Illustrations play an especially important part in limiting or 
extending how children operate as researchers. On this occasion, 
I started with a conventional inquiry into the use of cover draw- 
ings as a guide to the contents: “Let’s find out if these drawings 
on the cover are meant to give you an idea of the topics included 
in the book.” Following this question, the inquiry took a critical 
turn. One drawing was so poorly executed that students were 
misled about one of the topics. An illustration purporting to be a 
fan but actually looking very much like pink fairy floss (cotton 
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candy) became a topic of discussion. I then framed an investiga- 
tion into how the text positioned young readers: “The people 
who have produced this book don’t seem to care whether or not 
they give young readers accurate information about the contents 
of the book. Let’s look out for other examples of not taking the 
trouble to get things right for young readers.” Even though stu- 
dents found no other examples of misleading drawings, I had 
given them permission to be critical not only of illustrations, but 
also of the assumption on the part of the text producers that 
misleading drawings were appropriate for a children’s factual text. 
Later in the lesson, Nicole’s written response drew on this brief 
inquiry: “Kate Petty made us think the fan looks like fairy floss 
but it is really a fan.” 

Teacher talk plays an important role in challenging instruc- 
tional practices that ignore children’s knowledge of a topic in the 
face of textual authority. When students selected ancient Egypt 
as one of the topics they wanted to follow in My First Book of 
Knowledge, I invited them to add what they already knew about 
this topic to what the book told them. This move produced ex- 
tended contributions. Anthea fleshed out the brief reference to 
Cleopatra and explained how cats were mummified. When Ben 
told us in some detail about his mother’s interest in the special 
properties of pyramids, I explained that that was a different kind 
of information, not included in this book. 

At the same time that I encouraged students to consider the 
role of text producers in defining what they should know and 
how this knowledge should be presented, I authorized students to 
add other kinds of information. An investigation like this is only 
a start, however. A broader inquiry might include comparing a 
number of general knowledge texts, with students keeping records 
of the topics considered suitable for young readers; rating the 
illustrations, the design, and the layout; speculating about the 
uses to which the books might be put; and sending the results to 
the respective publishers with suggestions for future publications. 

Writing about the Text 

Young students’ written responses to factual texts have typically 
been in the form of learning log entries, often requiring them to 
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play the part of the curious and fascinated young inquirer. Tasks 
and instructions have included: 

♦ Write down one interesting piece of information you remember 
from the book. 

♦ What were the most interesting things you read about? 

♦ Write down something you learnt from that section. 

♦ Write down something new that you found out. 

Tasks such as these induct students into a view of inquiry as a 
search for enlightenment. They construct an almost personal re- 
lationship with a text, as if it exists to entertain, inform, or fasci- 
nate the reader. 

In the case of My First Book of Knowledge^ however, I wanted 
to design different kinds of writing tasks. We had already talked 
extensively about the information provided about ancient Egypt; 
several students had contributed knowledge from other sources. 
We had talked about Kate Petty’s role in selecting information in 
order to construct a version of ancient Egyptian history suited to 
child readers. Now I asked students to consider the following 
question: 



What does Kate Petty, the writer, want you to know about the 
ancient Egyptians? 

The following three pieces of writing were produced by students 
in response to this question. These writers used the question as a 
springboard into brief inquiries into the relationship constructed 
between them as knowers and the text. My First Book of Knowl- 
edge. These responses illustrate the kinds of writing that can 
emerge from a pedagogy which demonstrates to students how 
they can operate as critical inquirers into their own texts. 

Anthea’s text 

Kate Petty wanted me to know Cleopatra was an Egyptian queen. 

I already knew that. She fell in love with Mark Antony who died 
in a battle. Here is the story: Cleopatra was an Indian queen who 
fell in love with Mark Anthony. Mark died in a battle. So one 
night when everyone was sleeping she got out of bed and got one 
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of the cobras and put [it] against her chest. The cobra bit her. She 

died. Anthea, 7 

Of the three young writers, Anthea’s rejection of textual author- 
ity is most comprehensive. She deals with the inquiry I posed in a 
perfunctory sentence, acknowledging that the writer has selected 
information about Cleopatra suited to her as a young reader: 

Kate Petty wanted me to know Cleopatra was an Egyptian queen. 

Having nodded to My First Book of Knowledge and to my 
question, Anthea goes on to carve out for herself a position as 
critical inquirer into this text, basing her writing on two ques- 
tions she had encountered previously in shared book sessions: 

What does Kate Petty tell me that I already know? 

What do I know about this topic that Kate Petty doesn’t tell me? 

She first asserts her prior knowledge of the topic (“I already 
knew that”). Next she recounts her version of the Antony and 
Cleopatra story, thereby interrupting the usual assumption in texts 
for young readers that all knowledge resides with the text. By 
taking up two additional lines of inquiry for herself, Anthea has 
found a way to approach the text and to make meaning from it 
that is not commonly encouraged by classroom language activi- 
ties nor by the texts available to young students. 

Writing this has caused me to think about how I might deal 
with Anthea’s version as an alternative to the text’s version. The 
issue is not so much one of authority; Anthea’s text clearly does 
not embody the sort of unproblematic authority assumed by 
children’s books. It is rather that, along with My First Book of 
Knowledge^ Anthea contributes one version among many possi- 
bilities. At the same time that I invite and celebrate Anthea’s 
knowledge, I need to acknowledge the partial nature of her in- 
formation and, if factual accuracy is an issue (and it most often 
is), probe her sources. 



Nicole’s text 

Kate Petty wants us to know that the kings died. They get their 
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bodies wrapped in special bandages to preserve them. They make 
the graves look fancy and decorate them. Kate Petty made us 
think the fan looks like fairy floss but it is really a fan. Nicole, 8 

Nicole uses the question “What does Kate Petty, the writer, 
want you to know about the ancient Egyptians?” in a slightly 
different way. She starts with an extended retelling of the text’s 
version of ancient Egyptian history. She then uses the question to 
critique a text that seems to care so little for its child readers that 
the illustrations of fans look like fairy floss. Nicole rejects the 
assumption that it doesn’t matter if the illustrations aren’t quite 
right in a children’s book. She has conducted an inquiry into the 
text’s positioning of child readers and found it wanting. 



Kate Petty wants us to know that they wrap mummies in ban- 
dages. Anthea said that they cut off cats’ heads and put bandages 
on the cats’ heads. They draw some eyes and a mouth. Mark, 7 

Mark draws on both my critically framed question and on 
Anthea’s account of the mummification of cats in ancient Egypt. 
He constructs a position that acknowledges Petty’s role in select- 
ing information and Anthea’s as an additional source of informa- 
tion. His explicit naming of his sources (“Kate Petty,” “Anthea”) 
can be seen as the beginning of an understanding that informa- 
tion is not just there waiting to be used, but has been produced in 
social contexts. 

In this brief survey of some aspects of critical inquiries into 
factual texts, I have not been arguing that young readers and 
researchers should necessarily learn to reject textual authority. 
After all, it may well be appropriate to follow carefully the in- 
structions on a medicine bottle. My point is rather that an in- 
quiry into how a text accomplishes its positioning of readers is 
always in order. 

What Kinds of Child Inquirers Does This Text Produce? 

I now turn from a general knowledge text that students are likely 
to have at home to two kinds of informational texts designed 



Mark’s text 
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specifically for classroom use: a factual big book and a science 
series (Sunshine Books: Science), Enlarged-print nonfiction “big 
books,” written especially for young readers and teachers to share, 
have in the last few years found an important place in elemen- 
tary school language lessons. One of the editors of several series 
of big books explains that she and her colleagues surveyed young 
students to find out what they wanted to learn about. These pub- 
lishers aims to produce books that 

provide young children with fascinating information on a vari- 
ety of topics using appropriate genres to convey it: for example, 
children are introduced to scientific vocabulary, scaled diagrams, 
charts, realistic photographs, contents, indexes, colour coding, 
headings and sub-headings. Such texts do not patronize young 
readers. . . . [They] have been designed and written to mirror the 
devices, language, and information used in non-fiction texts for 
adults. The writers, editors and publishers shared a very strong 
belief that young children would enjoy non-fiction texts as much 
as narrative if they were offered texts with compelling informa- 
tion. (Badger, 1990, p. 215) 

These texts are clearly designed to produce serious research- 
ers who also enjoy their investigations. In the light of these aims, 
I now examine briefly Amazing Landforms (Brian, 1992), an in- 
formational big book that is part of the Sunshine Books: Science 
series. I ask, “What kinds of inquirers does this text encourage 
students to be?” I then take a look at some classroom questions 
and activities teachers can use to add to the possibilities offered 
by texts like this. 

Amazing Landforms: The Text 

Amazing Landforms contains brief physical descriptions of four- 
teen “strange and amazing” landforms from around the world. 
The page dealing with each landform contains a sentence or two 
describing physical aspects of the landform: 



Rainwater flowing over this granite cliff slowly shaped it like a 
wave. 



Wave Rock 



- 151 - 




JENNIFER O’BRIEN 



Devil’s Marbles 



These granite rocks were once shaped like boxes. The wind and 
weather made them round. 



Mt. Everest is the world’s highest mountain above sea level. 

For most landforms, these sentences are followed by another sen- 
tence or two of some sort of physical, social, or linguistic infor- 
mation: 



Wave Rock is only one side of a bigger rock called “Hyden Rock.” 



The Australian Aborigines of the area believe the rocks are the 
eggs of the Rainbow Serpent, a Creator Ancestor from their 
Dreaming. 



The word “Himalaya” means “home of snow.” 

The location and the dimensions of each landform and a coloured 
photograph taking up one-third to one-half of each page are in- 
cluded. 

The entry for Uluru (until recently known to non- Aboriginal 
Australians as Ayers Rock) is as follows: 



This sandstone rock is one of the biggest in the world. 

[Full colour photograph, one-third of the page.] 

Place: Northern Territory, Australia 
Height: 348m (1142 feet) 

Perimeter: 9km (5-1/2 miles) 

[Diagram showing Uluru alongside a 90-storey building.] 

The rock changes color during the day (see cover and title page). 

It is also called “Ayers Rock.” 

Amazing Landforms assumes that young students are seri- 
ous researchers. It provides glossary; index; table of contents; 
page numbers; large, clear, coloured photographs; and big print. 



Mt. Everest 



Wave Rock 



Devil’s Marbles 



Mt. Everest 



Uluru 
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Information is clearly set out, making use of a number of meth- 
ods of presentation including connected prose, photographs, dia- 
grams, and embryonic charts. The credentials of the text producers 
are listed. 

The print material and photograph on each page work to- 
gether to produce readers with an interest in the physical attributes 
of these landforms. The text promotes questions of this sort: What 
does it look like? Where is it found? How big? Which country? 
What is it made of? How was it formed? Questions about how 
people relate to the landforms make up only a small part of the 
inquiry prompted by these texts. 

The minimal print and the use of charts and labeled diagrams 
interrupting the prose suggest at least a couple of different ideal 
readers. One is an inquirer in a hurry, requiring a functional source 
of information that is efficiently displayed. The spare, open lay- 
out and large font promote easy assessment of the usefulness of 
the information to the researcher. The other is a very young reader 
who finds inquiry facilitated by a text that promises there isn’t 
too much to read. 

The large size and clarity of the photographs extend the pos- 
sibilities of the text. They suggest other kinds of readers: those 
who use the photograph and text in conjunction, perhaps check- 
ing information from the two sources, and those who pour over 
photographs rather than over print. 

But Amazing Landforms offers itself as a text that provides 
more than information. The cover hails young readers curious 
about the physical environment. The book’s potential to be used 
by a child reader as a source of wonder is suggested by a number 
of features: the huge colour photograph of Uluru on the cover; 
the use of “amazing” in the title and the evocation of the myste- 
rious in the terms “strange and amazing” in the introduction; 
and the inclusion of landforms, suggesting the sensational or per- 
haps quirky (Giant’s Causeway, Devil’s Tower, Grand Canyon, 
Camel Rock, Pancake Rock). Children can indeed use it in this 
way. I’ve listened as small groups of boys lie on their stomachs in 
front of this book, chanting the written text together; I’ve watched 
them use the table of contents to locate potentially exciting land- 
forms; I’ve observed a couple of boys of Chinese background use 
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the map on the back and the index so they can read about Camel 
Rock in China. 

I promote all of these uses of Amazing Landforms through 
the classroom language program. But the photographs, minimal 
prose, and charts together produce an extremely functional text, 
leaving little room for maneuvering; the efficient presentation of 
facts reduces options for young readers. The relationship between 
child and text involves essentially an exchange of information; it 
is not a book that encourages contemplation. It assumes and pro- 
duces specific reading, instructional, and research practices. There- 
fore, I deliberately experimented with a set of questions that I 
hoped would produce a very different way of reading this book, 
an experiment I discuss in the following section. 

This analysis is not intended as a negative review of the text. 
The point is that while texts position students to read in specific 
ways and to make inquiries of specific kinds, they rarely announce 
this explicitly. In addition, few informational texts written for 
children — or texts of other kinds, for that matter — show any signs 
of unease about their contradictions or limitations. Amazing 
Landforms does not invite young readers to speculate about why, 
for example, a book that offers so limited a view of landforms 
should use the terms “strange” and “amazing.” Cynical adults 
might have some suggestions here, along the lines that a book 
titled Amazing Landforms might have a wider market than one 
titled Landforms of the World. 

It is interesting to speculate how this text could have sug- 
gested extra meanings to its readers. Of course, the potential to 
do this is limited by the text producers’ notions of which sorts of 
factual texts are appropriate for very young readers, by the exi- 
gencies of modern global publishing and book distribution, by 
the size limitations imposed by big book technology, and by the 
uses to which big books are put. Still, I offer some possibilities 
for additional features: 

♦ The facts about one landform presented in a variety of different 
ways; a commentary explaining the sorts of readers aimed at; a 
set of questions inviting readers to consider how these differ- 
ences might change the way they use the text 
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♦ Variation from page to page of the relative size of photographs, 
tables, print, and so on; a set of questions encouraging readers 
to consider the difference these changes might make to the way 
they use the text 

♦ Annotations placed next to items of information explaining their 
selection; questions inviting readers to consider how placement 
and size of items determine their relative importance 

♦ A list of other texts providing similar information 

♦ Acknowledgment that the information provided is partial and 
that readers might know other information about the landforms; 
space where readers can add to what is presented in the text 

Critical inquirers do not take a text’s assessment of itself at 
face value. The reality is, however, that few texts offer readers 
the opportunity to consider how texts work to produce specific 
kinds of readers. What is more. Amazing Landforms and texts 
like it are widely used with young children as sources of informa- 
tion. As I argued earlier, through the pedagogy they employ, teach- 
ers are implicated in students’ relationships with informational 
texts. And as long as students use texts as a resource in an in- 
quiry approach, it is essential that classroom language discus- 
sion and activities draw attention to how the texts work to make 
meanings. 

Amazing Landforms: Making Different Meanings 

Texts not only position readers in specific ways, but they also 
suggest a range of appropriate classroom activities. Anyone who 
has tried to read aloud to a class a text like Amazing Landforms 
knows that students can readily engage with it as seekers of fast 
facts. Answers can be found to questions such as: What is an- 
other name for Uluru? Which country is it found in? What sort 
of rock is it made from? How tall is it? How far around? Discus- 
sion of the devices used on each page to display information and 
of the terminology (height, perimeter) used to convey this sort of 
information extends the possibilities. Questions about the pho- 
tographic representation of Uluru might move students into the 
realm of speculation, thus producing a different kind of inquiry: 
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What colours are shown in the photograph? What shape is it? 
What does it make you think of? 

But the text itself is not the only factor determining how it is 
used. I took a different set of questions and tasks — this time in- 
viting speculation into how the book could have been written, 
how a different view could have been taken of one landform — 
and used these questions and tasks to produce new ways of mak- 
ing meaning from an informational text. The switch to a focus 
on the text as an object as opposed to its content and design 
shows young readers that the relationship of information receiver 
and information provider between child and text is not the only 
one possible. 

Amazing Landforms offered an opportunity to consider the 
relative usefulness of photographs, tables, charts, diagrams, and 
prose for conveying particular kinds of information. Having done 
this, I returned to a topic I had raised in the past. I formulated it 
in this way: 



We ve had a detailed look at how the people who produced this 
book have chosen to present the information about Uluru to you, 
and we’ve talked about what information they decided to in- 
clude. And we’ve talked about how readers can use a book like 
this. But they didn’t have to write about Uluru in this way. They 
could have written a different kind of book about Uluru. 

I then began to shape speculation about a different kind of text 
with these observations and discussion starters: “The writer, il- 
lustrator, and publisher of this book have been very serious about 
Uluru, haven’t they? They haven’t made room for you to have 
any fun with this book, have they? Let’s make some suggestions 
about what they could have said about Uluru if they had decided 
to produce a fantasy about Uluru.” 

The talk was lively. Students wove local current events and 
familiar elements of childhood stories into their suggestions. There 
was a moment, very telling for me, when the glances I exchanged 
with a couple of the older students seemed to sum up the posi- 
tion we were sharing: “This is all very well, and it’s a lot of fun, 
but there must be limits to it, and those limits will be evoked by 
the teacher.” I went on, however, to set a writing task that en- 
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couraged students to play with the idea that the text could have 
been written differently, that a different view of Uluru could have 
been constructed for young readers. 

Writing Different Texts 

As preparation for their writing, I asked students to focus on the 
photograph of Uluru (deep orange with dark slanting shadows) 
and to speculate about how the sentence “This sandstone rock is 
one of the biggest in the world” might have been different if Uluru 
had been treated as an object that could be made ridiculous and 
if the producers oi Amazing Landforms had made young readers 
their partners in a fantasy world. 

As the following examples demonstrate, this new set of class- 
room activities produced student inquirers who could talk and 
write about texts in a variety of ways. At the beginning of the 
lesson, they had dealt with Amazing Landforms on its own terms, 
as a source of information and some wonder. During the lesson, 
I had consciously encouraged students to change their relation- 
ship with the text so that they could talk and write about it specu- 
latively and imaginatively. Most of the writing took narrative 
shape, and as was my usual practice, I asked the younger stu- 
dents to draw and the older students to help them with captions: 

Once upon a time there was a dancing rock called Uluru. Uluru 
ate five state bank[s], six cupboards and ten children. 

The mountain ate some clothes. The mountain turned into a 
purple mountain. The mountain can eat you up. The mountain 
ate coloured food. It turned into a yellow mountain. Then he got 
fat. 

The Ayers rock has a secret door. The more he eats the wider the 
door opens. 

Once upon a time there was a zoo called Uluru. It was a red hot 
zoo rock and lots of animals lived there. 

A couple of pieces formed a loose collection of metaphors: 
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Ayers Rock has got a big door where you go and sing a song of a 
kangaroo. Ayers Rock has got a closet full of clothes. Ayers Rock 
is a bank for the Aboriginal people. Ayers Rock is a castle in the 
Northern Territory. 



It is a ballet dancer with chicken pox. It is a gymnastics rock. 

One student created a riddle: 

What did Ayers Rock say to Ayers Rock? 

Hi! I am Rocky 

One took up the notion of interrupting the expected sort of text 
and produced a very unexpected piece: 

Once upon a time there was a dancing rock. It had a friend. Hold 

it! I forgot the title. The end. 

I do not claim that texts of this kind are in any way prefer- 
able to Amazing Landforms; rather, my argument is that had 
texts like these been available as classroom reading material, they 
would have produced very different readers. Students playing with 
texts in this way are engaged in a form of critical text inquiry in 
which they investigate other possible versions of the topic “Uluru.” 

Again, not only are these pieces of writing unlike those that 
might usually be produced, but they also work to produce differ- 
ent kinds of inquirers and readers. During the course of the les- 
son, I consciously introduced tasks through which students were 
able to: 

♦ use the text uncritically as a source of information 

♦ use a metalanguage to talk about how words and pictures worked 
together to present this information 

♦ construct an alternate text and thus challenge an assumption 
that this text was arbiter of what could be said about Uluru and 
how it could be said 

I hinted earlier that playing in this way with a text is prob- 
lematic. It raises for both teacher and students questions about 
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the limits of challenge to authority, about where critical inquiry 
stops, about who decides which texts will be challenged, and 
about who initiates challenge. These are questions that need de- 
bate — and to which there are no simple answers. 



How Do Science Texts Construct Knowledge 
for Children? 



Jack: (aged 7, an independent reader and writer) We are 

writing about books that make us seem stupid because 
George read us this book called How Machines Help 
which John Sheridan wrote and it said Can you chop 
down trees with your hand and Can you cut paper 
with your fingers and Can you pick up a car and we 
did writing about what they were like. 

Teacher: . . . Anyone like to add to that? 

Alex: (aged 7, a fairly independent reader and writer) John 

[Sheridan] made us feel stupid. He didn’t really know 
that kids really knew that. And [he thought] that 
people don’t know anything. 



The inquiry into Sunshine Books: Science (1992), briefly explained 
by Jack and Alex in the transcripts above, began when six-year- 
old George was reading aloud How Machines Help, a text geared 
at Level One. As I watched George reading carefully to his in- 
tently listening classmates, I started to hear what he was read- 
ing — not how he was reading (the customary focus for teachers), 
but what he was reading. The writer posed a series of questions 
and made a series of statements in answer to the questions. Each 
of these was illustrated with a full colour photograph: 



Can you pull out a nail with you fingers? 
A hammer will help you pull out the nail. 
A hammer is a machine. 

Can you lift a car with your hands? 

A car jack can help you to lift a car. 

A car jack is a machine. 
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This text suggested that its five- and six-year-old readers had 
learnt little about how the physical world works from their lives 
outside school. The photographs were clear and realistic; the 
children and adults, shown using their hands and then the ma- 
chines, were pictured with intent expressions. The photographs 
gave status to the questions and statements as seriously posed 
inquiries and pieces of information. I could detect no hint of 
humour or playfulness. Despite the often ludicrous questions, 
the text didn’t invite children to enjoy a bit of a joke while they 
were informed about machines. 

The text seemed to produce child readers who accepted with- 
out question both the text’s view of what they should know about 
machines and the form in which this information was wrapped. 
Previously I had encouraged students to use this text and others 
in the series as though they were neutral reading material and to 
use them as sources of easily accessible information. Yet the story 
of my relationship with this series was not quite this simple. 
During the previous year, as teacher-librarian at another, com- 
paratively lavishly resourced school, I had advised against buy- 
ing these books. While not all titles were as dismissive of young 
readers as knowers as How Machines Help, many exemplified a 
number of the problems with science books written for class- 
room use described by Unsworth (1993), They were marked by 
simplistic and misleading text and by inappropriate use of dis- 
covery learning (Unsworth, 1993). 

When I found that my new school had bought the series, I 
included several of the books in the classroom bulk loan of li- 
brary books. The decision I had made the year before did not 
now seem so clear cut. I now treated these books as attractively 
photographed, easy-to-read informational texts for young read- 
ers. They were part of a widely marketed science course devel- 
oped by a respected multinational publisher. Uneasy though I 
was at the uncritical position I was taking toward them, in effect 
I accepted their claims to be suitable books for young students to 
read. 

What made me decide to take action was the realization that 
I was helping to validate the text producers’ decision about what 
and how young children should know about the physical world. 
I needed to introduce talk, questions, and activities that would 
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encourage students to inquire into how texts in this series con- 
structed them as knowers. 

Producing Different Kinds of Knowers 

Sunshine Books: Science looked like the other books I encour- 
aged students to read freely and frequently at home and at school, 
by themselves and in groups, silently or out loud. The print was 
large and clear, vocabulary was controlled, and higher-level texts 
in the series took up more complex concepts. Generally, my fo- 
cus was on the students as consumers of the text’s meaning, not 
as challengers of the text’s meaning. Now I faced a challenge of 
my own: How could I draw students’ attention to the assump- 
tions that “How machines help” seemed to be making about stu- 
dents as knowers about the physical world? And how could I 
encourage them to make other books in the series the object of 
critical inquiry? 

The investigation took place in two moves: 

1. I shared my critical interpretation of How Machines Help with 
students. 

2. 1 encouraged students to investigate other titles in the series. 

I explained to students that when children are learning to 
read, adults expect them to read books in a variety of ways. Of- 
ten, adults expect them to read the words just to get practice in 
reading; they may not expect children to take much notice of 
what the book is telling them. At other times, adults might want 
children to read to find out things that they didn’t know. 

The questions in How Machines Help seemed to pose no 
challenge to most five- or six- year-olds; the information was 
largely everyday commonsense knowledge, so I commented: 
“While George was reading aloud to you, I started listening to 
the questions and information John Sheridan, the writer, had in- 
cluded in the book. I began to think about the sort of child he 
was writing for. I realised that the child he seemed to be writing 
for in some ways wasn’t much like you.” 

I then suggested that readers can get ideas about what writ- 
ers, illustrators, and publishers think about them from asking 
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some questions about the books they read. I went on to frame 
some questions designed to help students inquire into the sort of 
child reader produced by How Machines Help: 

Who are the questions in How Machines Help toH Do you know 
the answers to the questions John Sheridan asks.^ Do you think 
that most children your age would know the answers to these 
questions.^ I wonder why he has put questions into the book that 
most people your age already know the answers to.^ 

Listen to each sentence in the book that tells the reader some 
information. What information did you know already.^ What 
didn’t you know already.^ What pieces of information would chil- 
dren your age know already.^ I wonder why he has put informa- 
tion into the book that most people your age already know the 
answers to.^ 

Students agreed that although they knew the answers to the ques- 
tions already, they learnt that a number of common items such as 
scissors and hammers are machines. 

I commented: “It seems to me that John Sheridan doesn’t 
think that you know much. It’s as if he thinks that five-year-olds 
haven’t learnt much about things in the world. It almost seems 
that he thinks you are stupid”; “These questions don’t seem like 
real questions to me. John Sheridan asks questions that most five- 
year-olds already know the answers to.” 

Students then worked with me to produce the following chart 
summarizing our discussion about how this book positioned them 
as knowers: 



How Machines Help 

The writer of this book writes for children as though they’re 
stupid, know nothing. 

What John Sheridan tells us that we already know: 

You can’t pull out a nail with your fingers . . . unless the wood is 
soft or you have a hammer. 

I have emphasized in this account that my reading of how 
students were positioned as knowers (that is, that they didn’t 
know much about the everyday physical world) was the focus of 
this discussion. My intention was to share with students my in- 
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terpretation of the text. In effect, I gave them permission to talk 
about How Machines Help quite differently from the usual ways. 
They responded enthusiastically to the chance to investigate and 
to reject the picture of them created by the text. 

This is not the place to speculate about their reasons for tak- 
ing up my way of reading the text. (See O’Brien, 1994, for a 
detailed analysis of the classroom discourses associated with criti- 
cal text analysis.) I want to emphasise that I thought it important 
to ask some questions and to make some clear statements (in my 
position as teacher, as authority figure) so that students could 
think about how they used texts and how texts used them, in- 
stead of students taking texts for granted. 

Having shared my reading of the text, I then set up an inves- 
tigation across the reading series focusing on how students were 
constructed as knowers. My approach was to encourage students 
to read with two things in mind: (1) what they already knew, and 
(2) what was new to them. In this way, I made it possible for 
them to think about themselves as knowers — as readers who had 
knowledge about the topics taken up by the books. My aim was 
to set students up not to investigate the topics covered by the 
texts, but to investigate the texts themselves. 

I framed the task in this way: 

Thinking about science books: 

1. Some writers seem to think that children know nothing. 

2. Here are some of the things that we know already. 

Students spent about twenty minutes in mixed age and ability 
level groups of two or three, reading, talking about, and writing 
about one or two books they had chosen from the first and sec- 
ond levels of the series. 

Students’ writing illustrates that this task made a range of 
approaches available to them. Nannette (age five) and Chloe (age 
eight) took the investigation no further than repeating my origi- 
nal reading of how John Sheridan treated his readers: 

John Sheridan makes us feel stupid because he makes stupid ques- 
tions. He makes us feel stupid. Question: Can you lift a car with 
our hand? 
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Travis (age seven) went for the grand statement: 

Everyone knows that we need light to see in the dark [with "ev- 
eryone’’ highlighted and circled]. 

Kath (age five) and Allie (age eight) produced a detailed analysis 
of what they read, organized around what they already knew 
and didn’t already know: 

We already know the sun makes light 
We already know lasers make light . . . 

We didn’t know fish can make light. 

Martha (age 8) used the heading "Stuff that some people don’t 
know” and then made a list: 



Some spiders live in the ground 
Some spiders live in the water 
They catch insects in the webs. . . 



George (age six) had been reading How Machines Help when I 
began the investigation. He and Mandy (age six) used the task to 
answer the questions in that book, treating them as real ques- 
tions: 



No you can’t pull 
No you can’t lift 
No you can’t chop. . . 

Paul (age five) and Ray (age seven) turned their scorn on "Does 
it float?”: 



Everybody knows that the ball is floating in this book 
Everybody knows that the leaf is floating on the water 
Of course a fish swims under water 

Students spent some time sharing what they had found out 
about these books. Many discovered that the books they read 
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were full of things they didn’t know about; others found that 
their books were a mixture of known and unknown material. 
They also found that they and their peers knew a range of things 
about the topics covered by the books. Others found that they 
already knew just about everything they read. They didn’t find 
any other books that seemed to ask the sorts of questions we had 
come across in How Machines Help. 

This investigation was clearly limited, informal, and largely 
unstructured; it was my response to a series of books that I judged 
demanded immediate attention. It provided a way to help stu- 
dents treat with some degree of suspicion books that looked as if 
they were just right for kids. I don’t claim that this series is never 
of use. What I do claim is that teachers need to show student 
readers how to stand back from informational texts and ask not 
just. What does this book say and how does it say it?, but also. 
What does it say about me and how does it say this? 

A short anecdote sums up many of the issues associated with 
a critical approach to classroom texts. I established these investi- 
gations into science books in order to offer students some oppor- 
tunities to challenge what texts were saying to them and about 
them as readers and as knowers, and so that they could stand in 
new positions in relation to texts written specifically with them 
in mind. But when I gave an account of the talk and tasks around 
the Sunshine Science series in my classroom to a group of el- 
ementary school teachers, I found that many didn’t view my ap- 
proach as a valid way to approach these texts. In fact, many of 
their responses were hostile. They suggested that I had ignored 
the intentions of the writers to produce simple texts suitable for 
children to read; that the texts should be used only as suggested 
in the accompanying teacher’s handbook; that I was manipulat- 
ing students to see things that weren’t there; that I was looking 
for things to criticize and of course I had found them; that stu- 
dents need to start off reading about things they are familiar with; 
and that I was destroying children’s innocent enjoyment of simple, 
colourful texts. At the time, I was somewhat surprised by the 
vehemence of this attack. Quite clearly I had tapped into some 
strongly held beliefs about children and their relationships with 
texts, particularly science books. 
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I have since come to the conclusion that some of these teach- 
ers saw as inappropriate my challenge to the authority claimed 
by producers of texts (and accepted by teachers) to define and 
package versions of knowledge for young students. Texts, how- 
ever, are not innocent. These spare, appealing science books, for 
example, do more than supply information or provide entertain- 
ment and reading practice. They produce a version of the social 
world deemed suitable for children to access, and they produce 
particular kinds of authority relationships with their readers. In 
other words, these texts have the potential to define what stu- 
dents need to know, and through these texts, limits can be placed 
on the sorts of reading and inquiry students are able to under- 
take. The critical inquiry I have described aims to pose questions 
and set tasks that show students how it is possible to challenge 
textual claims of authority. At the same time, I am aware that 
challenge to authority is in many situations a problematic re- 
sponse. Critical inquiries don’t close down debates; they open up 
entire new areas for consideration. 

Conclusion 

Student inquirers learn to take up a range of positions in relation 
to texts. I have demonstrated how classroom talk about and ac- 
tivities in conjunction with particular texts make it possible for 
students to: 

♦ learn to use a metalanguage in order to gain access to informa- 
tion about the content of a text; learn to challenge the potential 
of the text to impose limits on an inquiry 

♦ browse through a factual text, access the information it pro- 
vides, and compare methods of presenting factual material; also, 
change their relationship to this text and approach it as a source 
of innovation and speculation 

♦ read a number of the titles in series books with a partner and 
consider the information in light of what they already know about 
the topics 
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The sort of inquiry I have described raises many questions. 
Many teachers worry that I am merely “putting words in stu- 
dents’ mouths,” or that students “say what the teacher wants to 
hear.” I am; and they do, of course. But these objections miss the 
point. They are based on a misleading notion that a teacher who 
does not challenge the authority relationship constructed between 
texts and their readers is in some way remaining neutral, or that 
texts themselves are neutral unless a teacher intervenes. All texts 
(and all teachers) have political positions, acknowledged or un- 
acknowledged. My position is that teachers need to adopt a peda- 
gogy that makes it possible for them and their students to 
investigate the positions taken up by texts as well as the sorts of 
readers and inquirers they produce in the process. 
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J anice’s story is about inquiry into poverty, literacy, and school- 
ing. In this chapter, I explore the discourses and practices of 
Janice’s classroom and school in an effort to understand how a 
culture of poverty is constituted both at school and in our soci- 
ety. Janice was a six-year-old child, and I was her teacher since 
she first arrived at school. Janice, like many other white children 
of working-class and welfare families in my whole language class- 
room, was invited to participate in naming her world through a 
multitude of invitations to read, write, and talk. But Janice’s world 
of poverty is not easily accessible through these invitations, and 
therefore her world remains out of reach and unchanged, and 
the practices of her school and classroom remain unchallenged. 
By pushing my own beliefs about whole language learning and 
by taking up the provocative challenges of a number of critical 
literacy theorists, I examine how Janice, her classmates, and their 
siblings are positioned at an educational disadvantage through 
present and past practices at their school. Through Janice’s re- 
search and learning, I raise new questions about and possibilities 
for a more “just” practice for all of the students in her classroom. 

The story the class is listening to is Eve Bunting’s Fly Away 
Home (1991), the story of a little boy and his father who do not 
have a “real home” and must live in an airport because they are 
too poor to afford the rent for an apartment. This reading of the 
story actually elicits more conversation from the class about air- 
ports and planes than it does about being homeless or poor, in 
spite of the fact that far more of the students in this classroom 
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live in poverty than have experienced a plane trip or a visit to an 
airport. The few students who can describe an airport, plane, or 
trip they or someone in their family has taken command a quiet 
respect from the other students. They listen with obvious interest 
and direct occasional questions toward the students who are talk- 
ing about their experiences with airports or planes. Janice’s loud, 
shrill voice joins the voices of expert speakers as she begins to 
relate “fun trips” she has taken on planes. 

Janice’s voice breaks the quiet, respectful listening and ends 
the questions. The students’ eyes turn toward their teacher, not 
toward Janice. Many of them realize, with what appears to be an 
uncomfortable confidence, that Janice is making up her stories 
of fun trips on the plane, and they look to their teacher to get 
them over the uneasy hump of not knowing what they should or 
can say to Janice, or how to get beyond her story and into a 
conversation again. 

This classroom discussion took place in the fall of 1994. As a 
teacher, I was anxious to find out whether the students would 
talk about poverty and raise questions about it. Would these of- 
ten silent children from poor families find their voices, make con- 
nections, and raise issues about their own lives if I provided books 
on poverty? I had hoped the students would raise questions that 
would in turn create empowering opportunities for them. I have 
been interested in such questions ever since my exploration of 
critical literacy in course work with Andy Manning, Jerome 
Harste, and Barbara Comber. Also, through conversations with 
a graduate student doing research on critical literacy in my class- 
room the previous year, I had started thinking more consciously 
about the conversations and questions the students were engag- 
ing in or avoiding (Mackay, 1994). 

It is important to note that because of classroom research I 
had been involved in (White, 1990), I had made dramatic changes 
in my approach to literacy and learning in my classroom. Through 
more than a year of data collection involving observations, jour- 
nal keeping, videotaping and audio taping, and reflective writing, 
I had discovered how important it is for students’ understand- 
ings, questions, and interpretations to be heard and discussed in 
the classroom. One of the striking discoveries I had begun to 
make was that although the majority of students in my class lived 
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in poverty, no one ever seemed to talk about it or question it. I 
was surprised that day when Janice used the story Fly Away Home 
to fabricate stories about her experiences. 

When I eventually led the conversation into a discussion about 
poverty and the plight of the little boy in the story, Janice joined 
the other students in expressing pity for the young main charac- 
ter, but she fell silent as we talked about the circumstances that 
appeared to have led this little boy and his father to live in the 
airport. O’Neill (1990) writes: 

Readers whose primary response diverges from the dominant 
reading will gradually have their response modified, undermin- 
ing rather than strengthening their perceptions of themselves as 
competent readers. At the same time, the discourse is likely to 
marginalize the relevance of their life experiences to literary read- 
ings. They will always get it wrong unless they subordinate their 
experience to the dominant cultural reading, (p. 89) 

The discussion in our classroom of poverty seemed to be domi- 
nated by those students whose life experiences were more privi- 
leged. 

Whose stories do we encourage to be told in our classrooms? 
Whose stories should we encourage to be told in our classrooms? 
Who is kept safe when stories are silenced? And how does the 
silencing of stories happen? (See Timothy Lensmire’s essay in 
Chapter 6 of this volume for similar experiences regarding voice.) 

Janice is poor, yet in a classroom that has been structured to 
invite readers to bring their own responses and questions to the 
texts we read and invites writers to tell their own stories, Janice 
has not often talked of being poor. Instead, she frequently tells 
her fantasy stories of airplane rides, strawberry trees growing in 
her yard, expensive toys she has at home, and family outings she 
has been on. 

Many of Janice’s classmates’ families live well below the av- 
erage Canadian family income. But poverty is not something we’ve 
discussed much in our classroom. I am not comfortable with this 
avoidance, but I’ve not known how to talk about it with the 
students either. Nothing in my own experiences growing up in 
school or at home prepared me to talk about poverty through 
any discourse other than one of pity, shame, or blame. The creation 
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and maintenance of poverty through our society’s institutions 
wasn’t something I was able to see by myself, and it certainly 
wasn’t something I studied in any of my early university courses. 
Without a better understanding for myself, I feared leading the 
students into conversations that would leave those most vulner- 
able feeling exposed, blamed, or ashamed. By not talking about 
poverty, however, I am very much afraid that I may keep Janice 
and many of her classmates on the outside looking into a world 
created by others’ stories. 

I am concerned about Janice and her classmates. I am con- 
cerned about their older siblings and those who have not yet 
begun school. I am concerned because they will spend nine, ten, 
or more years of their lives in an institution that claims to edu- 
cate them and give them hope for a different future. Yet many of 
them, if not most, lose the promise of that future in the early 
years of their school lives. I am concerned that children of pov- 
erty grow into adolescents in poverty, who grow up to become 
adults in poverty, who give birth to a new generation of poverty. 
I don’t have to look into a crystal ball to see that this cycle is real. 
The school where I teach has already taught a generation of pov- 
erty, and it opens its doors each September to the children of that 
first generation. Janice’s mother sat in her daughter’s classroom 
twenty-six years ago. While Janice’s mother had another teacher 
and experienced teaching approaches different from those Janice 
is experiencing today. I’ve begun to seriously wonder whether 
anything has changed much in those twenty-six years. I’ve won- 
dered whether Janice and her siblings are doing anything more 
than marking time to the slightly more modern beat of an old 
song — a song that has no room for their voices in its chorus. 

For Janice and the hundreds of students like her who have 
begun their school years in my classroom, the hope dims too 
quickly. There is a business world and an economic world out- 
side our classroom that blames schools like Janice’s for the poor 
prosperity of Janice’s country. They frown on dropouts like 
Janice’s mother, pointing the finger of blame at her and individu- 
als like her who make the so-called unwise choice to leave school 
early. These economic and business worlds are joined by our pro- 
vincial governments, who blame many of the country’s financial 
problems on the high cost of supporting Janice, her family, and 




- 172 - 



Examining Poverty and Literacy in Our Schools: Janice's Story 



many others like them. They blame Janice, her parents, and her 
school for the lack of a proper education and marketable job 
skills. These same bureaucrats who spend thousands of dollars 
on stay-in-school coordinators, projects, advertising, slogan 
awards, and initiatives have never asked Janice’s mother why she 
left school. From their positions of power, the worlds of busi- 
ness, economics, and government have a public voice through 
the media, through which they keep the finger of blame for pov- 
erty pointed firmly at those who have been denied a voice. 

Poverty is primarily visible through a discourse of blame, 
and while I am only beginning to grapple with the larger forces 
of politics in the “making of the poor,” I am growing more and 
more concerned about the role that I, as Janice’s teacher, and her 
school play in that creation. Nine, ten, eleven years or more in an 
institution of learning should offer one of the most enthusiastic 
youngsters I’ve met in my teaching career some hope that she can 
access the same resources and privileges as Gwen, Tom, or Bobby, 
who come from lower-middle-class families. But already I see 
that possibility slipping away for six-year-old Janice, while it is 
taken for granted by her more privileged classmates, who are in 
a minority in her classroom. 

This chapter is a search to understand poverty as it intersects 
with Janice’s education and is maintained by the process of school- 
ing. In many ways, it is an exploration of the discourses and 
practices of my own classroom, but it attempts to go beyond that 
to look at how school creates a culture of poverty for children 
such as Janice. It is not a chapter with methods or answers, as 
much as I would like to have access to both if they could help 
Janice before she leaves my classroom in June. Arriving at new 
understandings can be a painfully slow process when children 
and caring relationships are at stake. 

Exploring Assumptions of Inclusion in 
Classroom Discourse 

Much of what I’ve been doing in my own classroom in the last 
five or six years has been guided and informed by my own read- 
ing and classroom research (White, 1990), Based on what I have 
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believed and discovered about learning, I have set up my class- 
room as a safe environment in which to take risks. Tve issued 
many invitations to my students to actively participate as readers 
and writers, as the learners I believe they all are. Tve encouraged 
them to ask their own questions and to take ownership of their 
own learning. Tve tried to make it clear to them that they have a 
voice in their classroom and that together we can negotiate their 
days in ways that will be meaningful for them as learners. Tve 
urged them to name their world, to seek connections, to make 
new meanings, and to arrive at new understandings. While Tve 
made an effort to support learning in all areas and all parts of 
our school day together, the place I have most passionately 
watched, pushed, and listened for these things to happen has been 
in the story corner, where the students spend much of their time. 

In Curriculum as Conversation^ a keynote address given by 
Andy Manning at the Western Australian Reading Conference in 
1993, Manning states: 

Learning involves making sense of new experience and making 
sense of new experiences involves making connections between 
the new experiences and what we already know. It is therefore, 
less a matter of accumulating information, adding bits of knowl- 
edge, than a process of continually adjusting and reconstructing 
our understandings, (p. 5) 

I have thought of my classroom as a place that supports learn- 
ing through its many invitations to question, make connections, 
and seek new understandings. I’ve watched the students ques- 
tion, talk, and argue about many things they have encountered 
in the books and discussions in the story corner. I’ve watched 
understandings grow and change through dynamic and energetic 
conversations, but until recently I hadn’t realized it was highly 
unlikely that the students would question, argue, or talk about 
things they could not see or hear. Except for the fairy tale version 
of poverty found in stories such as “Hansel and Gretel,” “The 
Elves and the Shoemaker,” and “Cinderella,” poverty as a theme 
has been virtually absent from the large selection of books in our 
story corner. Fly Away Home was purchased and placed there 
only a year ago. 
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More than half of the students in my classroom this year 
come from homes whose only source of income is unemploy- 
ment insurance or welfare. Many others have single parents work- 
ing for minimum wages. Yet in our many discussions and 
conversations, poverty is not an issue we have explicitly raised or 
questioned. 

I felt I needed to explore further whether making texts and 
conversations about poverty an explicit part of literacy in my 
class would help students like Janice to risk sharing their own 
life stories about poverty. Would such regular practice create an 
environment Janice would perceive as safe? 

According to Allan Luke (1991), ""There are no exemptions 
to offer. Teaching the word, we selectively socialize students into 
versions of the world, into possible worlds and into a vision of 
the horizons and limits of literate competencies” (p. 139). When 
the many books and conversations in our classroom do not speak 
(or speak well) from a position of poverty, Janice is being selec- 
tively socialized into particular versions of the world. When Janice 
does not hear about her world in the many conversations in the 
classroom, except perhaps through murmurs of pity, her vision 
of possible worlds is limited and new horizons obscured. In an 
environment that claims to invite her to talk about her world 
and explore new worlds, Janice may well be learning that she 
and her world are invisible. 

Hey! Mrs. White! Connie! I gots a cat too! Her gots a really fun- 
ny place on hers head where we thinks Jason’s dog bits her. There’s 
a great big chunk outta it. Look hers scratched me too! Right 
here under my eye. It hurt real bad but Mom put water on it an’ 
it’s gettin’ better now. 

Here Janice did what many of the students automatically do while 
Pm reading. She invited herself into a conversation that began 
while I was reading an information book about cats. The student 
who chose the book for me to read had a story he wanted to 
share about his cat having kittens, so he stopped my reading of 
the text early to share the news, using the pictures in the book to 
show us what his new kittens looked like. As a number of other 
students joined in with recent updates of stories about their cats. 
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Janice eagerly spoke up, anxious to share her story too. Unlike 
her contribution to the story Fly Away Home^ when Janice raised 
her voice to join this conversation, she had her own experiences 
to tell and they seemed to “fit right in.” This time the other stu- 
dents indicated belief and interest in Janice’s story. They looked 
more closely at the swollen red mark under her eye and asked 
questions about the size and kind of injury her cat had received. 
Bobby wanted to know if Janice’s mother had taken the cat to 
the vet. With a glance toward me, Janice shook her head saying, 
“Nah! Hers head just gots better by itself.” Bobby crunched up 
his brow and gave Janice a puzzled look, before Gwen picked up 
the conversation by telling the class that her cat had to go to the 
vet last summer for stitches when she got caught in a thorn bush. 
Several other students joined in with their stories of cats or other 
pets who had had injuries requiring a vet’s attention before we 
continued with the reading of the text. 

Conversations like this one are common in our story corner. 
Often, though not always, the student who selects the book for 
me to read opens the conversation or raises the first question, 
with others usually choosing to join in when they have a story to 
share or their own questions to ask of the text, of me, or of the 
other students. Anyone listening to these conversations might find 
it difficult to understand my concerns about Janice’s voice being 
silenced in our classroom: 



Janice’s voice, in fact, is very loud and often heard, but it’s not 
what Janice is saying, rather it is what she is not saying and the 
questions she is not asking or causing the others to ask that has 
really begun to concern me. In spite of all her efforts to be heard, 

I think our classroom discourse has already begun to silence Janice. 

(My journal reflections, 1994) 

Many conversations similar to the one about cats have caused 
me to wonder what invitations are really issued through the books 
we share and the conversations that grow from them. Are the 
invitations really there for all students to make sense of their 
“lived” experiences and participate in the creation of a conversa- 
tion, or do these invitations carry messages of exclusive right to 
particular kinds of conversations? Comber (1992) writes, “While 
Whole Language teachers value the student there is not necessar- 
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ily an awareness of students as gendered, cultured, politically 
situated people” (p. 3). Janice didn’t enter the conversation to 
talk about poverty; she entered the conversation because she, 
like the other students, had a story to share about cats. But em- 
bedded in her story was the much more encompassing, almost 
invisible, story of poverty. 

Information books and pictures of cats like Janice’s or those 
of many of the other students in our classroom are missing from 
our story corner. There is no information about cats that must 
fend for themselves because the families who own them don’t 
have enough money for food for themselves, let alone food for 
their animals. There is no information about cats that are owned 
for the sole purpose of keeping mice and rodents under control 
in their owners’ homes. There are no pictures of cats whose heads 
have bites out of them which must heal on their own because 
there is no money for the family to go to their own doctor for the 
medicine they need, let alone to get their pets medical attention. 
If there were books like this in our story corner, I expect the 
conversations and questions would be quite different. 

I have used the story about Janice and her cat to talk about 
what books in our classroom assume and what is missing from 
books and conversations in our classroom. I have the recorded 
data notes from this event, but the issues were really not much 
different when the students talked about shopping trips with their 
parents as we read Robert Munsch’s book Something Good 
(1990), or when we read the traditional story The Night Before 
Christmas, or when we read countless other books in our class- 
room. The experiences these books offer appear to invite con- 
nections from particular students, but not many of those students 
reside in my classroom. Janice’s parents shop for groceries once a 
month when their welfare checks come in the mail. Janice and 
her siblings are in school when their parents do the grocery shop- 
ping so that the children won’t pressure their parents for the treats 
that Munsch’s storybook character works so hard and hilariously 
to get. Janice is still waiting for a piece to the toy Santa left her at 
Christmas. The toy was secondhand and no one noticed it was 
missing a necessary piece before delivering it to Janice’s family 
on Christmas Eve. The pictures of the stockings “hung by the 
chimney with care” in several of our Christmas books offer pretty. 
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fanciful images and dreams that many of the students in my class- 
room do not have the luxury of experiencing. So what do these 
books offer these students? 

Luke (1991) suggests that when teachers “teach children to 
love books,” they operate from an assumption that books and 
reading, regardless of the text, are both good and educationally 
sound for all children in their classrooms (p. 142): 

Through my own sharing and demonstration of reading I have 
nurtured a “love of books” in my classroom. It is troubling to 
consider that we have been busy loving books that have left many 
of the children in our classroom and their lives invisible. (My 
journal reflections, 1994) 

It is troubling to realize that we have been encouraging conversa- 
tions and discussions about books that have assumed all chil- 
dren share middle-class experiences. It is troubling to realize that 
as an adult woman and teacher, I have not paid attention to the 
lies and the convincing illusions of many of the books I have 
placed in our classroom. It is troubling to realize that in a class- 
room intended to encourage all students’ voices, the invitations 
issued there have caused some students like Janice to struggle to 
find different voices through others’ stories in their efforts to be 
heard. 

Naming Whose World in the Classroom? 

We learn by making sense of new experiences and making con- 
nections between those new experiences and what we already 
know (Manning, 1993), so what happens when children come to 
school unable to make connections because of what the class- 
room environment and practice offers them — or doesn’t offer 
them? Or what happens when the seemingly innocent connec- 
tions they make are unthinkingly accepted or celebrated rather 
than examined or scrutinized for the ways in which they are knit- 
ting those children into the fabric of a society that is already 
oppressing them? What happens when children are asked or ex- 
pected to leave both their experiences and any hope of asking 
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honest questions outside the classroom door so that they can 
begin the “real business” of school learning? What happens when 
the discourse of school, the literacy of school, and the culture of 
school hold some children hostage while at the same time ex- 
cluding them? Can children ever question the discourse and cul- 
ture of a dominant group from a subordinate position created by 
the culture and discourse of that dominant group? 

According to Manning (1993): 

Language plays an important part in learning. First it allows us 
to name our world. It allows us to take our experience, name it 
and in the process distance ourselves from it, that is, look at it, 
turn it over, reflect on it, decide how we feel about it. Language 
does a second thing. Just by virtue of the fact we have named our 
experience, we give others access to our experience. Others too 
can look at it, turn it over, study it, reflect upon it and decide 
how they feel about it. A third thing can happen. We can learn 
from it. The process of languaging supports reflection and learn- 
ing, (p. 11) 

Janice has been trying to name her world at school. She named it 
when she shared her story about her cat. She named it during 
writing time one day when she told me that her bedroom ceiling 
is full of holes so she gets wet when it rains and that she is afraid 
of the rats looking for food under her bed at night. She named it 
when she told us that the information book she brought so ea- 
gerly to share with the class had been found at the dump during 
a family search for clothing and articles for the house. Janice 
names her world every time she has to ask her parents for money 
for a class trip, party, or function: “Mommy don’t gots no money 
today. Maybe on Friday,” she tells us hopefully. 

If by naming our experiences we give others access to it, what 
happens to children like Janice when they openly accept the invi- 
tation to name their world? What do we do with and to Janice’s 
world when she trusts the supposedly risk-free environment we 
establish for her? O’Neill (1990) states: 

If classroom discourse does not make explicit assumptions about 
the constructedness of texts and the cultural values that texts 
might endorse, then the personal growth model will validate the 
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primary spontaneous response which has the greatest degree of 
fit with the dominant culture, (p. 88) 

When Janice volunteered information about her cat, she quickly 
realized she had fallen short of an expectation for her story when 
she had to reply to Bobby’s question about why her mother had 
not taken the injured cat to the vet. 

When Janice described her bedroom ceiling, the rats under 
her bed, and her fear, she was met with surprised looks and si- 
lence from the two other girls at her table. She was also met with 
a most inadequate response from me, her teacher. Feeling totally 
lost about how to handle this unexpected, shared experience, but 
not wanting to ignore it, I asked all three children at the table if 
they had any thoughts about why our homes could be so differ- 
ent. Because the two little girls who definitely don’t have holes in 
their ceilings or rats under their beds shrugged at my question, 
the onus for response fell to Janice, who responded sadly, “Just 
’cause, I guess.” 

When Janice shared her story of finding her information book 
at a family outing to the dump, she made obvious efforts to ig- 
nore the shocked responses of “at the dump!” made by three of 
her classmates, and noticeably warmed to my comment that I 
was always surprised to learn what valuable things people threw 
away and that I was really glad she had found this book because 
we could certainly use it in preparation for our class trip. 

Rather than tell me in the classroom that she doesn’t have 
the money needed for class trips and parties, Janice now waits 
for me in the hall so she can tell me privately that she will prob- 
ably have it tomorrow or the next day: “Will that still be okay, 
Connie?” she whispers. 

Manning (1993) says, “It’s the reflexivity that’s important 
here, that helps us get beyond navel gazing. . . . Action involves 
doing, reflection a making of connections and reflexivity, a re- 
positioning of oneself in the world as a result of the learning” (p. 7). 
How can Janice or any of us reposition ourselves through the 
naming of any of Janice’s experiences? We didn’t take the time to 
talk about them or study them. We’ve barely offered Janice a 
place to make connections and reflect, let alone a place to take 
action through learning. 
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If we really want children to name their worlds, why do we 
struggle with Janice’s named experiences? Do we really want to 
hear them? As we have made efforts as whole language teachers 
to celebrate each and every individual child, we have also opened 
the door to a much bigger issue. Individual children’s lives are 
constructed by their culture. When we say we want to hear from 
children, are we really prepared to hear about their culture? Are 
we ready to bring that culture into the classroom and talk about 
how it is constructed and maintained by society and by our 
schools? Are we ready to include the children by asking Shannon’s 
question, ‘‘Why are things the way they are?” (Comber, 1992)? 

The invitation to children to name their world should not 
leave some of them standing in the shadows of others’ worlds 
feeling exposed and vulnerable. It should not bring their experi- 
ences to the forefront and then dismiss them. Nor should the 
invitation to name the world and celebrate that naming carry 
exclusive rights for particular children only. 

Silencing the Poor at School 

Janice’s mother brought Janice to school to register her in May 
two years ago, just a few days after Janice’s fifth birthday. Al- 
though we hold registration for the new five-year-olds in May, 
they do not officially begin school until the following September. 
We first met Janice on a balmy May morning when she burst 
through the door of our gym and squealed in delight, “Me’s 
startin’ school a’day.” As Janice dashed off to look at the toys we 
had placed in the middle of the room for the children to play 
with, I greeted her mother who, looking tired and nervous, had 
followed Janice into the gym. 

The storybooks and conversations in Janice’s classroom are 
not the only texts that exclude her. Janice is positioned in pov- 
erty, silence, and “otherness” in most contexts at school. Although 
I am just beginning to become aware of my role in this, I now see 
that it began to happen for Janice even before her first official 
day at school. 

In spite of the fact that our school serves many families who 
have much less income than those in our more affluent neighbor- 
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ing communities, there is no special funding for the low-income 
students who attend. Although there is a formula that determines 
each school’s budget, including each school’s spending quota for 
a government-regulated Book Bureau, this formula is calculated 
on the number of students in the school, not on the economic 
status of those students. 

While some of the basic supplies such as paper and textbooks 
are taken care of through this budget, items such as pencils, mark- 
ers, crayons, scissors, glue, art supplies, notebooks, etc., are the 
responsibility of each individual student. Because many of the 
students in our school don’t have books or crayons at home or 
haven’t worked with scissors, glue, play dough, or other art sup- 
plies before coming to school, we teachers are often caught in a 
double bind of not wanting to ask students for money for sup- 
plies they can’t afford, but at the same time wanting to offer 
them the opportunities to work with the same resources and 
materials that other students are working with. When Janice came 
to school to register, we asked her and all the other children reg- 
istering for $30 to buy their school supplies for the year. Janice 
has six siblings, five of whom are already in school. 

When Janice and her mother came to register her, they en- 
tered a room filled with toys for the children and tables desig- 
nated as places for parents to fill out forms or to meet with 
teachers. As Janice scooted around the room, from child to child, 
and from play area to play area, her mother took her place be- 
side other parents at the long table and slowly opened the file 
folder in front of her. It took Janice’s mother a long time to fill 
out the three pages in the registration folder. She glanced up at 
Janice a few times, looked over at the teachers’ area, and stared 
out the window. Eventually she stood up, and after stopping to 
tell Janice to remember she was in school now and had to be a 
good little girl, she walked toward my table. 

How were Janice and her mother positioned at school on 
registration day? The registration forms that asked Janice’s mother 
to name her occupation and that of Janice’s father; the large empty 
space on a page asking for Janice’s nursery school, Sunday school, 
or other early learning experiences; the open receipt book at the 
“interview” table poised and ready for the parent’s name to be 
inscribed beside the $30 amount we’d designated as needed for 
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school supplies; and the dressed up clothes we teachers wore that 
day were only a few of many aspects of school encounters that 
placed Janice and her family in inferior and threatening positions, 

Janice’s mother did not write “welfare” beside her occupa- 
tion or that of her partner’s. Fidgeting with the unopened purse 
on her lap, eyes looking away from me, Janice’s mother said she’d 
forgotten her checkbook and she hoped she could pay Janice’s 
$30 school supply money another day. On the page that asked 
for Janice’s early learning experiences, she did not write that 
weekend family dances, which included all members of Janice’s 
immediate and extended family, offered Janice lots of conversa- 
tion and storytelling opportunities. Janice spent her dance nights 
listening to her grandmother’s stories of the past. She did not 
write that Janice was learning to find her way through the dump 
to salvage things they needed for their home. In the “welcoming 
space” provided on one of the registration sheets, where parents 
were invited to write freely about the things the children enjoyed 
doing at home with their family, Janice’s mother did not write 
that Janice spent a lot of time watching television and movie 
videos with her family. As she sat down at my table, Janice’s 
mother was visibly uncomfortable when she handed me her pa- 
pers with the blank spaces. 

The interview with Janice’s mother was difficult for both of 
us, I felt there were different questions I should ask of Janice’s 
mother, but I didn’t know what they were, I felt there were ques- 
tions Janice’s mother wanted to ask of me, but she sat quietly, 
waiting to be asked questions or to be told what to do next. 
While I referred to the blank spaces on the forms she’d handed 
me and asked if there was anything she had thought of that she 
would like me to write-in those spaces, Janice’s mother shook her 
head and looked anxious for our time together to end. After she 
left my table, Janice’s mother picked up Janice and moved on to 
be seen by the public health nurse and the speech and language 
consultant for our area, and then the hour-and-a-half registra- 
tion process was completed. As Janice’s mother took her daugh- 
ter firmly by the hand, indicating it was time to leave, she glanced 
back toward the tables where we teachers were sitting. Watching 
them turn to leave, I imagined Janice’s mother knew she had ex- 
posed her world to us. In spite of the blanks she had left on her 
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papers and the noncommittal shake of her head she’d given in 
response to many of our questions, Janice’s mother must have 
known the judgmental eye of the institution could see her. 

When Janice and her mother left after registration, we teach- 
ers talked about the torn and faded blue dress Janice’s mother 
wore and said how nice it was that Janice’s mother had tried to 
dress up for her daughter on this special day. Silently, I wondered 
how Janice’s mother felt about the clothes we teachers had worn 
for Janice’s special day. We lamented that it was not likely we 
would ever see the money for Janice’s school supplies and won- 
dered how we would buy what she needed for school. We talked 
about the unlikelihood that Janice’s mother would follow our 
advice and read to Janice over the summer, and we wondered 
whether Janice’s mother had taken so long filling out her form 
because she was having difficulty reading. We shook our heads 
and wondered why her mother would buy a TV, VCR, and mov- 
ies but not spend time reading to Janice or her siblings, and when 
she could not pay for their school supplies. 

How do we know that school has the right perspective? Who 
determines how we should dress to come to school? Who does 
that decision privilege? Who does it discriminate against? Who 
decides what kinds of questions we should ask about children’s 
lives when they come to school? Whose values does this privi- 
lege? Whose values does it call into question? Who decides what 
we should read and how we should speak? Who does this prac- 
tice give voice to? Who does it silence? Who creates and main- 
tains our schools? Who do they benefit? Who do they marginalize? 
Bronwyn Davies (1993) writes: 

What children encounter in schools is a “regulated and polymor- 
phous incitement to discourse” (Foucault 1978, 34). In class- 
rooms [where] formal ownership of knowledge is assumed by 
teachers — [who] have the authoritative codes for interpreting 
meaning — children do not have the freedom to innovate with or 
to reject adult interpretations. What they have formerly learned 
in the process of learning to engage in discursive practices is now 
subjected to authoritative teaching. The categories to which they 
have been assigned are now potentially subsumed under educa- 
tional categories of success and failure. Getting it right is not just 
a matter of being able to converse competently, but a matter of 
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becoming competent in the terms that the teacher designates as 

competent, (p. 153) 

Janice’s mother wants her daughter to “get it right.” Beginning 
with registration day, she makes it clear she wants Janice to re- 
member that being in school means being a good girl. In spite of 
the fact that she is obviously uncomfortable with them, Janice’s 
mother doesn’t question the rituals of registration day. Although 
she was failed by her own schooling, Janice’s mother takes the 
blame on herself and believes that because she herself failed, Janice 
should not question the rituals of classroom or school life. In the 
year and a half since I’ve known Janice’s mother, she has never 
questioned me or any school authority. Her only defenses against 
school’s authoritarian intrusion on her life have been her silence 
and her absence. 

In spite of her desire to see her daughter do well at school, I 
have seen Janice’s mother on only one occasion other than regis- 
tration day. Each year our school holds three regularly scheduled 
parent-teacher meetings. So far neither Janice’s mother nor her 
father has attended any of these, nor any of the meetings for 
their other children. In addition to the school-scheduled meet- 
ings, I hold monthly meetings for the parents of the children in 
my classroom. These meetings have been my attempt to remove 
some of the institutional barriers that I feel have restricted par- 
ent-teacher relationships and limited conversations and commu- 
nication. I have felt over the years that these meetings have helped 
parents have a voice in what happens in the classroom. We’ve 
talked extensively about curriculum and ways of teaching and 
learning; we’ve talked about classroom needs; we’ve shopped 
together to place books and supplies in the classroom; we’ve 
planned class trips; and we’ve decided on fundraisers together. 

Our classroom is no longer shaped just by me; it is also shaped 
by the parents of more privileged children such as Bobby, Gwen, 
Ellen, and Linda. Over the past couple of years. I’ve become aware 
that while parents have been sincerely invited to participate in 
their child’s classroom, it has usually only been the parents of 
particular children who have accepted the invitation. I have be- 
gun to wonder if my gestures of opening the doors wider to par- 
ents may, in fact, be more oppressive than ever to Janice’s parents. 
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For Janice’s mother, who really does care about her but who finds 
the school such a silencing place to be, no doubt it was easier to 
find excuses for not attending three parent-teacher evenings than 
it was to find excuses for the extra ten meetings for my class. 
Janice’s mother has not come to any of those monthly meetings. 

If Janice’s mother had come to the monthly meetings, what 
could she have said? Have those meetings been invitations to 
inclusion or to further silence and exclusion? Has there been a 
way for Janice’s mother to tell us that she finds it difficult to 
attend the meetings or special events because often her car does 
not work and when it does there is not enough gas to take an 
unscheduled trip to the school to pick up a sick child, let alone to 
attend the extra meetings? Could Janice’s mother have told us 
that she does not have the money or the supplies to bake for our 
fundraising cookie sales or to buy raffle tickets for our baskets? 
Could Janice’s mother have told us she wished we didn’t hold 
Christmas concerts, because Janice begged to have pretty dresses 
like other girls in her class or school and because she didn’t know 
what to say to Janice when she begged her to go to the concert to 
watch her on stage? Could Janice’s mother have told us that buy- 
ing inexpensive valentines for five of her children to give out to 
their classmates made a big difference in what she was able to 
buy the family for supper? Could Janice’s mother have told us 
she would rather we didn’t take her daughter on class trips the 
rest of us were so excited about? Could she have told us she 
didn’t know where she would find the extra lunch money or 
money for a ticket to a play? Could Janice’s mother have found a 
way to respond to judgmental frowns and raised eyebrows when 
other parents realized she owned a middle-class luxury item — 
that is, a VCR? Would it have been more acceptable to these 
lower-middle-class parents to know that Janice watched a TV 
and a VCR that were found at the dump, or one that Janice’s 
mother had purchased from a real store like they did? Was there 
really a way she could say what she needed to say? How often 
should I expect Janice’s mother to dress up to come to school? 

Exclusion and silencing don’t just happen. They are not the 
consequence of one event. They are constructed through con- 
tinual acts of oppression that sometimes occur through know- 
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ingly deliberate actions and sometimes through actions of less 
conscious intent. Oppression can happen through the almost in- 
visible layering of repeatedly positioning subjects in subordinate 
positions through events that are introduced, controlled, and 
maintained by those in more powerful positions. 

The Myth of Equal Education 

“I so proud of Janice. She do hard work and is good girl.” This is 
the comment Janice’s mother wrote on the back of Janice’s re- 
port card before sending it back to me last term. As I looked at 
the large bold handwriting on the report card, an overwhelming 
sense of helplessness hit me. Her comments made me doubt 
whether Janice’s mother had actually read much of the two-page 
anecdotal report I had sent, and I wondered what she had under- 
stood from what she had read. I wasn’t even sure what Janice’s 
report card said to me. I was not certain I had written the report 
for Janice’s mother. Somehow the file that would hold the car- 
bon copy to be read by Janice’s teachers after me was a major 
factor in my mind as I tried to write clearly and convincingly 
about Janice’s many strengths and eager attitude. Looking at 
Janice’s mother’s writing again, I worried about where school 
would take this wonderful little girl whose mother was so proud 
of her. 

Janice is indeed doing good work. She is independently read- 
ing the text of many of the books in our story corner. It is diffi- 
cult to keep markers, paper, and pencils out of her hands as she 
writes storybooks, messages, letters, and cards in easily readable 
spelling approximations. Her determination to push herself into 
every challenge offered in the classroom has ensured that she is 
working beside the strongest math students in the class. Janice is 
happy and extremely helpful to everyone in our class and in our 
school. Janice does not question what is asked of her, why it is 
asked of her, or where it is taking her. Right now, Janice is the 
good girl her mother wants her to be. 

Connell (1993) writes: 
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Researchers in France, the United States, Britain, Canada and 
Australia, all found the relationship between school knowledge 
and the production of social inequality to be a key issue. 

A crucial policy conclusion follows. Justice cannot be 
achieved by distributing the same amount of a standard good to 
children of all social classes. Education is a process operating 
through relationships which cannot be neutralized or obliterated 
to allow equal distribution of the social good at their core. That 
good means different things to ruling class and working-class 
children, and will do different things for them (or to them), (p. 



Although Janice is doing well in school right now, her older sib- 
lings, some of whom have already moved into the junior high 
school, are not meeting with the same success. Homework as- 
signments not done, tests not studied for, public speeches and 
projects on the rain forest brought in late or not done at all, 
science fair entries carelessly constructed, irresponsible attitudes 
toward schoolwork — all have been cited on report cards and by 
teachers as problems for Janice’s brothers and sister. 

While I would like to call into question the assumptions that 
lead teachers to assign homework on a regular basis, give marks 
for creative writing with deductions for spelling errors, or desig- 
nate a portion of a term science mark to the individual results of 
efforts and scores on a countywide science fair, right now these 
are the practices giving life and measurement to the curricula of 
Janice’s siblings and their classmates. These are the things that 
determine whether they are experiencing success or failure at 
school. The “standard good” being delivered to all is doing dif- 
ferent things for different students. Not much has changed since 
Janice’s mother went to school; the scene is an all too familiar 
one. The curricula, the assessments, and the standard good that 
failed her have already begun to fail her children. 

According to Connell (1993): 

Though the school is a distinct institution, with doors of its own, 
education is never a closed system. Schools are interwoven with 
their milieu. Their design and functioning presuppose relation- 
ships with families, workplaces, labor markets and neighbor- 
hoods; and the way schools are designed, as Dorothy Smith notes, 
presupposes that an adult is in the home during normal adult 



19) 





188 - 



Examining Poverty and Literacy in Our Schools: Janice's Story 

working hours, i.e., it assumes a non-employed mother. The cus- 
tom of setting homework presupposes a home where school work 
can easily be done; and so forth, (p. 28) 

Janice’s mother did not complete school and she has sole charge 
of the children’s schooling. Do we really believe Janice’s mother 
can buy Janice’s fourteen-year-old sister the supplies she needs 
and help her create a science fair entry that can do well when it 
has been assigned for marks and competition? When Janice’s thir- 
teen-year-old brother fails his math exam and is told to get extra 
help, do we really expect Janice’s mother to get him a tutor as 
Gwen’s mother and father did for her older brother? Janice’s fam- 
ily spends a lot of time together with extended family, sharing 
the present and past through verbal storytelling. When Janice’s 
eleven-year-old brother is given a writing assignment to describe 
his Thanksgiving weekend, do we expect him to write his family’s 
story, complete with dialogue, in school language or in the lan- 
guage he shares with his family? Who in his family can help en- 
sure he will not lose marks for misspellings and incorrect 
grammar? When Janice’s siblings carry their homework to the 
crowded kitchen table after supper, do we expect Janice’s mother 
to know how to help her children study for the same tests that 
failed her? And when I, Janice’s teacher, advise Janice’s mother to 
read to her at home over the summer, do I realize that reading for 
the sake of reading will not necessarily be helpful to Janice? Do I 
realize that I have suggested that her mother read to her from the 
very books that make Janice’s life and that of her family invis- 
ible? 

Learning to Read the World 

Janice is so full of energy, hope, and determination that it’s diffi- 
cult not to see her as the biggest question of my teaching career. 
But this chapter is not just about Janice; it is about her siblings, 
her friends, and her many classmates whose lives, just like hers, 
are caught in the cycle of poverty. Where is school taking them? 
Twenty-six years from now, will their children come to our school 
and perhaps sit in our classrooms to receive the same ‘‘standard 
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good” that Janice and her classmates are receiving now? What 
good has it done? What good is it doing? What good will it ever 
do? How can our classrooms and our schools come to mean some- 
thing different for these children? Connell (1993) says: 

If the school system is dealing unjustly with some of its pupils, 
they are not the only ones to suffer. The quality of education for 
all the others is degraded. 

I would like to shout this from the rooftops every time I hear 
another argument for the “gifted and talented programs,” for 
tougher “standards” and stricter selection, for streaming or track- 
ing, for merit awards and opportunity schools and honors pro- 
grams. In short, for any of the hundred and one affronts to equal 
provision of education. All education that privileges one child 
over another is giving the privileged child a corrupted education, 
even as it gives him or her a social or economic advantage. 

The issue of social justice is not an add-on. It is fundamental 
to what good education is about, (p. 15 ) 

I believe that children, in fact all of us, have to be able to 
name our worlds in order to learn. I believe that before we can 
understand how to take action to outgrow ourselves, we have to 
name our experiences and reflect on and study them, and I be- 
lieve this has to happen among others who are investing in their 
own learning as well. We don’t learn alone; learning is a social 
process. The beliefs I hold and operate from have grown and 
developed because of my own learning. Children like Janice have 
been teaching me about learning for a long time now. 

But Janice has also shown me that naming the world is not 
easy, not even desirable for many children and adults. When texts 
present children and their families’ lives as invisible or undesir- 
able, where do they learn the language with which to name their 
world and who is going to understand that language when they 
try to speak? Is it safe for them to speak? Is there anyone who 
wants to hear it? If Janice and her mother were to name their 
world in a way that required all of us to listen, to study, and to 
reflect on those experiences, the conversations at school and in 
Janice’s classroom might have to change forever. Are Janice’s 
school, teachers, and classmates ready for that to happen? 

The students in my classroom are trying to make connec- 
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tions all the time. They are intrigued when we read books and 
talk about the rain forest. They can find the rain forests on maps 
and globes, and they can tell me which animals are in danger 
because their homes in these forests are being destroyed. They 
want to understand how this relates to my constant reminders 
that ‘‘Yes! Although we love to write and draw, we have to be 
careful not to waste paper.” They connect my worries to their 
questions. They tell me that their own homes are surrounded by 
trees, so perhaps the world is not running out of trees and we 
don’t have to be as careful as I have suggested. We talk and read 
about the animals whose lives will be endangered as their homes 
are cut down. These students want to talk about the animals 
they have at home. They care about their animals, even if they 
are only with them for a winter before they are slaughtered for 
food. They need to talk about how killing animals for food is not 
the same as pushing a species to extinction. Then we find the 
golden toad and learn it is endangered partly because it has been 
used as a delicacy for food in some countries. They become an- 
gry at the notion that animals are killed for food that is a treat, 
not a necessity. We stop for a brief conversation about the treats 
we eat to wonder what we might be endangering. They ask to 
learn more about the animals of the rain forest, and they are 
anxious to contribute their thoughts about how the destruction 
might be stopped. Understanding the rain forests’ role in the life 
cycle of our planet is a complex concept for them, but the rain 
forest books and the atlases in our classroom are well worn, the 
conversations endless, and the search to understand more never 
ending. Connections make new understandings that become a 
part of us and create a craving to know more. 

In order to make sense of our world, we need those connec- 
tions; we need to understand so that we don’t operate blindly in 
our efforts to change the way things are. As a child, I was not 
invited or expected to make connections when I went to school. 
My learning was supposed to be the “adding bits of knowledge” 
kind (Manning, 1993), or as Freire called it, “the banking method” 
(qtd. in Bigelow, 1991), in which students were receptacles for 
deposits of knowledge from their teachers and texts. The only 
questions we were invited to ask were those that added more 
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information to the supposedly growing bank of knowledge. I didn’t 
have the opportunity through my learning to locate my experiences 
socially, to understand how I was being constructed as a white 
lower-middle-class female. I did not see that my family, my teach- 
ers, my school, my church, my neighbors, and all the other play- 
ers in my life participated in creating who I would become. 

Only in the past few years, through my own studies, have I 
begun to articulate my questions and try to locate experiences 
socially, probing the social factors that made and limited who I 
am as a woman. The journey was incredibly painful and not with- 
out anger (White, 1994). Part of what frightened me about tak- 
ing this journey was that I might see more, know more, and still 
be trapped in the same place I’d been when I began the journey. I 
believed there was more safety in not knowing about things I 
could not change. I was also afraid that in leaving behind the old 
understandings, I would move to a place where I would be alone 
with my new understandings, anger, and pain. Would I still know 
how to talk to those who shared my life before I began to probe 
and search? Would I still want to? Would they? 

Two years ago I made the choice to take that journey. Al- 
though I made that choice in part as a response to a commitment 
to a master’s program, the decision to probe and search was re- 
ally mine to make. Although it would not have been easy, I could 
have walked away from the master’s program. I did not need the 
degree for my job. I had enrolled in the program for myself. 

Janice and her friends cannot walk away from school. They’ve 
just begun their journey, and they don’t have a choice about 
whether to stay, at least not for a few years yet. If Janice and her 
classmates begin to probe and search, the possibility of encoun- 
tering pain and anger are very real. Having to cope with alien- 
ation or misunderstandings from those who share their world 
becomes a strong possibility. Learning about poverty cannot be 
an “add on” piece of knowledge for any of us. Connections will 
be sought, experiences will be named, new understandings will 
begin to take shape, and Janice’s eager, cheerful smile might well 
disappear. That is a risk, and a big one. But the risk of allowing 
an unquestioned future to lead Janice, as it has her mother, back 
to an unchanged classroom practice twenty-six years from now 
seems by far the bigger risk. 
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Edelsky (1994) writes, “Progressive language educators’ theo- 
ries-in-practice, therefore, could just as well be a kinder, gentler 
way to maintain those systems of dominance — a kinder, gentler 
way of keeping us as far from a democracy as ever” (p. 255). 
Janice’s story is not just about Janice; it is about a culture of 
poverty. My teacher story is not about one teacher’s experiences 
in a classroom; it is about an institution that maintains a status 
quo that gives power to the privileged. This chapter is not about 
one individual child; it is about the society we live in and main- 
tain through our institutions and practices. 

We can’t talk about poverty in our classrooms and ignore 
Janice’s life and those of many other students. This will make 
these students’ positions vulnerable and not necessarily by their 
choice. It will make us all vulnerable, whether we like it or not. 
Bobby really wanted to understand why Janice’s mother had not 
taken her cat to the vet. The three little boys who exclaimed “At 
the dump!” at Janice’s revelation that she got her book there 
wanted to know more about how that came to be. Children won’t 
learn about poverty in the abstract — they need to feel it deeply. 
It’s time we all felt it deeply. 

It’s not okay that we didn’t talk about Janice’s cat from the 
point of view of the disadvantaged and that we didn’t take a 
closer look at how she and her pet were positioned, both in the 
book we were reading and the conversation that followed the 
reading. It’s not okay that Janice felt it was safe to name her 
world and so told me and two of her classmates that she had rats 
under her bed and holes in her ceiling and that she was afraid, 
and that we let the conversation wither and die without talking 
about what we assume when we talk about our homes at school 
and why those assumptions thrive. 

It’s not okay that Janice feels she has to meet me in the hall to 
tell me that she doesn’t have the money for a class party, trip, or 
treat that a particular group of parents, teachers, or I have de- 
cided on. It’s not okay that we’ve already shown Janice that pov- 
erty is her shame, not ours. We need to talk about who makes the 
decisions about what we do in the classroom and where those 
decisions place all students. 

It’s not okay that Janice must find her books at the dump 
while other children buy their books at bookstores and school 
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book fairs or order them from the book club each month. It’s not 
okay that we heard her story about searching for things her fam- 
ily needed at the dump without considering how difficult it was 
for Janice to say it and then asking ourselves why. It’s not okay 
that we just made a place for her story and accepted it without a 
further look. 

It’s not okay that Janice feels she must adopt others’ story 
lines in order to participate in a conversation with her classmates. 
It’s not okay for me to assume that because I place a book in our 
story corner which I think foregrounds poverty, race, or gender 
issues that those books will necessarily make poverty, race, or 
gender any more visible or understandable than they were before 
those books existed in our classroom. 

It’s not okay that I dress up to meet Janice’s mother. Clothes 
are symbols of power. It’s not okay to not recognize this and 
change the practice. 

It’s not okay that Janice’s mother has to look away and adopt 
others’ story lines when she says she forgot her checkbook and 
cannot pay for her daughter’s school supplies on registration day. 
It’s not okay not to recognize how this positions Janice and her 
mother and to leave the issue invisible and unchanged. 

It’s not okay that I simply advise Janice’s mother to read to 
her at home over the summer, promoting the false notion that 
reading good books — that is, middle-class books — will make a 
difference in Janice’s life. 

It’s not okay that we assume the “standard good” offers the 
same thing to Janice and her siblings that it does to privileged 
children. It hasn’t, it doesn’t, and it never will. It’s not okay that 
we promote the notion that it is the fault of Janice’s mother, the 
children themselves, or the way they live that they are not suc- 
ceeding in school. It’s not okay that we don’t talk about this at 
school. 

It’s not okay that Janice and her mother cannot name their 
world at school because it would be misunderstood or too diffi- 
cult for the rest of us to look at. 

There are multitudes of things that are not okay at school for 
those who live in poverty. But perhaps the main thing that is not 
okay is that we have been able to make poverty invisible and 
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consequently never had to confront our complicity in maintain- 
ing it. 

Edelsky (1994) writes: 

Those systems — of class, race, gender, whose impact is height- 
ened by their relation to profit and the bottom line — seep into all 
aspects of life: public and private, in school and out. Growing up 
within them, we Ve breathed them in so they’re part of our think- 
ing, our values and our opinions. In other words, we’d have no 
trouble finding things to examine that would lead to exposing 
some system of domination. These systems show up everywhere, 
if we just look. (p. 254) 

Where do we start looking? We can start with what we’re 
doing, with what we’ve been doing, with what is happening all 
around us, and we can start with Janice. We can start with what 
it is we think we know and ask ourselves how we know it. We 
can ask ourselves why we are reading this book right now. Who 
chose it? What does it say to you, to me, to everyone? We can ask 
why it says different things to different people. We can ask who 
started this conversation. What is it really about? Who have we 
left out of the conversation? We can ask why that is. 

We start by asking questions — of ourselves, of each other, of 
the students — not questions we think we know the answers to, 
but questions wehe truly ready to research together. As teachers 
we can ask ourselves why it’s been so hard to see some of these 
things ourselves. Then we can ask ourselves why it gets scary for 
us as teachers when we do begin to see these things and want to 
take action. 

We need to do all of these things and more, and somehow we 
have to do them without trading one kind of oppression for an- 
other or, as Edelsky (1994) puts it, ^^without bashing students 
over the head with if" (p. 256; Edelsky’s emphasis). Last fall, 
Jerrod spoke up during one of our many talks about how gender 
was constructed in the books we were reading. Sighing a bit im- 
patiently, he asked, “Can’t we just go back to interrupting you to 
talk when we need to, the way we used to do it?” Jerrod was in 
his second year with me, but throughout his first year he had 
always enjoyed raising questions to argue or open up discussion. 
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His voice was heard frequently in our story corner. During his 
second year with me, as I explored a critical literacy curriculum 
with the students, he grew restless, bored, and unhappy if I inter- 
vened and directed the discussion for any length of time. 

Finding a balance may not be easy. Certain groups of stu- 
dents have been oppressed for a long time. Jerrod doesn’t belong 
to any of those groups Pm most concerned about right now, but 
he’s a bright and sensitive boy and we’re going to need him to 
listen and to care. We have to be careful not to turn some stu- 
dents off while trying to turn others on. 

Our classroom is a place where we read and write and talk a 
lot. It’s a place for naming our worlds and making connections. 
This has been the case for some more than others, and now it has 
to become a place where we can all name our worlds, so that all 
of our worlds can be studied, thought about, and acted on. We 
have to put aside blame and not get lost in pity. And we have to 
look at what we haven’t wanted to see. Our classroom has to 
become a place where we talk about how all our worlds have 
been created. It has to become a place where we ask ourselves 
whether we want to participate in renaming the world in the 
same way or in changing it. And then we have to understand that 
renaming begins with Janice, with Ellen, with Bobby, with me, 
and with all of us. It’s going to mean caring for and about one 
another in ways that may feel confrontational and uncomfort- 
able. It’s going to mean accepting resistance from students, some- 
thing schools and teachers are not good at doing. It’s going to 
mean Janice might not be a good girl at school all the time, but 
hopefully she’ll begin to learn how to talk about her world in a 
way that can put the school’s behavior in question as much as, or 
more than, hers. 

Janice will not be able to do this on her own. 

Gilbert and Taylor (1991) write, “The key to empowerment 
for young women seems to lie in the development of a sense of 
social or collective identity as girls or young women, rather than 
merely in the development of a sense of identity as an individual” 
(p. 139). I think the need for a collective holds true for those 
oppressed by poverty as well. As Edelsky (1994) notes, “You 
can’t have class action if there’s no class” (p. 255). 





- 196- 



215 



Examining Poverty and Literacy in Our Schools: Janice's Story 



Last year, three weeks after we’d read and discussed the book 
The Girl Who Hated Dinner (Siamon, 1979), a visiting teacher 
came to our classroom. She was reading the students a story be- 
fore we all headed outdoors to play on the new equipment the 
students had been anxiously waiting to try out. Believing reading 
should be a time for the teacher to read and the students to be 
silent, this visitor was alarmed at how often the students tried to 
interrupt the story to talk. Finally, she said she would only allow 
the students who listened quietly to the story to go out to play on 
the equipment; those who continued to interrupt would have to 
stay indoors. She read on for about two more lines before Bobby 
spoke up: “That’s not fair. We always talk about our books. It 
helps us to understand. And the reason you can keep us from the 
playground is because you’re the boss and bigger than us and 
we’re just kids,” Taking the book The Girl Who Hated Dinner 
out of the book bucket beside him, Bobby showed the surprised 
guest how the little girl in that book had been tricked into eating 
her dinner by the adults in her life, and then he proceeded to talk 
about how many books we’d found in our story corner that 
thoughtlessly placed children in inferior positions beside the “all- 
knowing adults,” The other students scrambled to find some of 
those books to show the visiting teacher, who quietly closed the 
book she’d chosen to read and began to listen instead. Then ev- 
erybody got ready and headed to the new playground equipment 
together, 

Bobby was lucky. Not all people in positions of power will 
accept that kind of resistance. But he felt confident in the com- 
pany he kept, the conversations we’d had, and the books he had 
available to make a case for an injustice he felt. He experienced 
the strength of belonging to a collective and risked action, which 
successfully changed the course of events that he felt were op- 
pressive. 

This is new ground for all of us. But just as Bobby knew he 
should not have to accept how the students were being positioned 
that day, so we have to find ways to help Janice and the many 
other children living in poverty know that they should not have 
to accept how the poor have been positioned in our schools ei- 
ther, And we can’t leave them alone with those in power to resist 
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on their own. Together we have to find out how they are posi- 
tioned in the classroorn, as well as in our classroom texts and in 
the school’s discourses and practices. They need to feel the secu- 
rity of the company they are in, the conversations they have par- 
ticipated in, and the texts they can use in order to make a case for 
the injustices they have suffered for too long. 

I began this chapter by asking whose stories should be told 
in our classrooms. And whom we keep safe when stories are si- 
lenced. I believe our classrooms must become places where all 
students, not just the privileged, can name their world. But I also 
believe it’s up to all of us to put those stories in motion, to help 
the students see the connections my schooling didn’t allow or 
want me to see. We all need to see that it wasn’t just one book, or 
one TV program, or one commercial, or one discussion, or one 
test, or one meeting, or one of anything that excluded Janice’s 
experiences from the world. We need to see that we’ve all played 
a role in her oppression. If we silence Janice’s story, we do it to 
benefit ourselves, the privileged and the powerful, because we 
don’t have to work to change what we can’t see. We have to look 
hard and see. We should not participate in giving students a cor- 
rupted education (Connell, 1993). 

As Luke (1991) says: 

For our students reading the word can entail critical readings of 
the world, learning to be curious, skeptical, engaged and 
noncomplacent. But there is a preliminary step that we as teach- 
ers must make — teaching literacies requires first that we under- 
take readings of the world, (p. 143) 

What is most difficult is that I have to expect a happy, eager, 
trusting six-year-old girl, who told me her world is the way it is 
“just because,” to have patience while I learn. 
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Classroom Inquiry into the 
Incidental Unfolding of Social 
Justice Issues: Seeking Out 
Possibilities in the Lives of Learners 

Vivian Vasquez 
American University 



T his chapter focuses on my inquiries into critical literacy in 
practice. Children’s artifacts are used as a springboard into 
exploring possibilities for critical classroom inquiry of social jus- 
tice issues using whole language as a functional context. 

Next year I don’t want to go in a portable because when it hot it 
very hot and when it cold it very cold so I don’t want to 

Marianne 

This message was written by Marianne, a seven-year-old with 
whom I worked over two years ago. Through this message, 
Marianne implicitly asks the question, “Why are things the way 
they are?” I found myself taken aback by Marianne’s letter. 

I cannot remember as a child of seven being comfortable 
making anything connected to the world of school problematic. 
I don’t remember asking questions, expressing feelings, or ex- 
pecting responses. As a young learner at school, such assertiveness 
was foreign to me. I was used to rows of desks, little islands of 
silence, the sacrifice of individuality for the sake of conformity 
and control. Conforming to the silence expected at school did 
not mean that I was in agreement. Nevertheless, as a young girl 
raised in the traditions of Filipino culture I was always taught to 
respect my elders and to do so without question. Asuncion David- 
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Maramba (1971), a Filipina, explains what being mannerly meant: 
“When a person of authority comes to the school, a priest, a 
person of age, or importance, he [the student] should stand up 
from his seat and greet the visitor with “Good Morning” or 
“Good Afternoon” as the case may be” (p. 348). Further, “in the 
classroom he [the student] should not speak unless asked by the 
teacher, and before answering, should get up. He [the student] 
should do the same when with his elders.” 

As a person of color living in North America, I argue that 
whole language and inquiry pedagogies must not ignore race, 
culture, or ethnicity. I share the challenges produced by my read- 
ing and thinking about critical literacy and how this led me to 
look differently at written conversations and letters children pro- 
duce. I then demonstrate that if children have opportunities for 
extended conversation, they will raise questions about the world, 
and that written conversation and letters are great avenues to 
engage in this kind of inquiry. My approach is to listen to, pick 
up on, and build curriculum around these questions rather than 
shut down everyday instances in which children inquire into is- 
sues of justice in their communities and society. 

Personal Inquiry into Critical Literacy 

I never used to look at learning as a process that could move 
someone, repositioning them in a different place at a given time — 
that is, not until I began to read about socially critical literacies 
(Lankshear, 1989; Luke, 1991; Comber, 1993). Prior to experi- 
encing these texts, my definition of critical literacy “involved tak- 
ing action to resist, to expose the discourse of dominant cultures” 
(Vasquez, 1994, p. 39). My recent engagement with these texts 
has led me to reread my own experiences (Comber & O’Brien, 
1993), looking from a different perspective at events and arti- 
facts such as children’s letters. Shannon (1995) argues that a criti- 
cal view of reality challenges the injustices and inequalities of the 
status quo by asking the question. Why are things the way they 
are? If this question is applied to texts and discourses as well as 
to social conditions, students begin to participate in a critical 
literacy curriculum. 
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Participating in this curriculum calls for teachers to initiate 
students into a socially critical approach to literacy by 
problematizing texts (Comber, 1993). One place to start is through 
disrupting social texts by asking questions such as, What does 
this mean? What do I do with this? What does all this do to me? 
(Freebody & Luke, 1990). 

In a more recent article titled “Education for Democracy,” 
Edelsky (1994) addresses political gaps in the whole language 
agenda. “[WJhole language as described theoretically by me, 
among others, . . . can as easily support avoiding looking at [is- 
sues like] white privilege ... as they support looking at it” (p. 
254). Edelsky argues that progressive theories such as whole lan- 
guage don’t go far enough because they don’t tie language to 
power, tie text interpretation to societal structures, or tie reading 
and writing to perpetuating or resisting social attitudes and insti- 
tutions. 

Revisiting children’s letters and written conversation, I have 
realized how much of what I have been doing in the name of 
hearing students’ voices that challenge taken-for-granted social 
structures has only scratched the surface. My intent here is to 
explore where critical literacy experiences could have unfolded. 
For me, this exploration constitutes a starting point for under- 
standing how I can help children become critical readers of text 
and how children’s inquiries can help me support the possibili- 
ties for critical literacy in the classroom. 

The possibility of exploring critical literacy is rooted in my 
experience with whole language philosophy both in theory and 
in practice and as a person of color going to school in Canada. I 
briefly explain how my history as a student locates me in a criti- 
cal project. 

A Personal Aside: A Voice from the Past 

When I was ten years old, my family and I packed a life’s worth 
of belongings into fourteen suitcases and immigrated to Canada 
from the Philippines. A year later I met Mrs. Anderson, my grade 
6 teacher. While I was in grade 6, 1 thought she was a good teacher 
because she always had many things for us to do. Looking back. 
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I remember noticing that in Mrs. Anderson’s classroom there 
wasn’t time to think because we were always so busy. We had 
time only for the things that grade 6 students were supposed to 
do. "Don’t stand there thinking about it, just get it done!” she 
often said. 

One of the grade 6 projects was individual research on a 
topic dealing with mammals or insects. This thing called research 
was foreign to me. I had not run across this activity in previous 
years of schooling. School rules in the Philippines were different 
from the rules in the Canadian school. In the Philippines, the 
only time I was allowed to talk inside the classroom was after 
having figured out an answer to a question, raising my hand, and 
then being chosen to answer. In other words, students were ex- 
pected to listen, not to ask questions. 

When Mrs. Anderson assigned the research project, I had no 
idea where to begin. I wasn’t accustomed to asking questions of 
the teacher, so I remained silent in my confusion. She did men- 
tion that the encyclopedia was a great source of information and 
that we could "find our research in there.” So off I went to find 
the encyclopedia with the research in it. I found the "I” volume 
first, which was how I decided to do my research on insects. I 
began to read, write, and copy the information. 

When Mrs. Anderson decided it was time to share our re- 
search, we brought our chairs to the front of the classroom. I 
remember feeling a bit silly sitting up at the front of the room, as 
though we were members of an orchestra. Mrs. Anderson looked 
like a conductor with her pointer stick in hand. As she stood in 
front of us, I realized that Mrs. Anderson didn’t just look like a 
conductor — she was the conductor. 

The symphony. began as the last chair was set in place, form- 
ing a semicircle in front of Mrs. Anderson. One by one, with a 
wave of her stick and a nod of her head, we were called up to the 
front to perform individually. Most of the presentations went on 
with limited interruption from Mrs. Anderson. She liked what 
the students had written. I thought she might like what I had 
written. I had used my very best Assumption Convent handwrit- 
ing. (In the Philippines, many of the private schools, one of which 
was Assumption Convent, my school, had a signature way of 
forming letters, or handwriting. It was easy to tell which school a 
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Student attended by the way he or she formed letters. Further, 
certain schools were labeled the schools to attend. Assumption 
was one of the schools.) 

My turn arrived. I was nervous. I could feel my voice shak- 
ing through my arms into my hands and onto the paper I held 
tightly. After I had read a few lines, Mrs. Anderson asked me to 
stop. “Just wait,” she said. With this command, she walked to 
the back of the room, picked out an encyclopedia from the book- 
shelf, turned to the page where I had found my research, and 
then asked me to continue reading. I was no longer reading alone. 
I read from my research and Mrs. Anderson read from the ency- 
clopedia. I kept trying to stop reading but every time I did she 
would demand that I continue. I was sure hours had passed be- 
fore she finally stopped reading, but when I glanced down at my 
research I had not even gotten past the first page. 

“There’s no sense in you being here!” she shouted, and I 
wondered what she meant. Why was she so angry? What had I 
done wrong? In a way, I felt as though I was no longer there. I 
was numb. The next thing I heard her say was, “You might as 
well put the encyclopedia down on your chair and leave.” I did 
what she asked. I had been taught not to question. Before I could 
take more than a couple of steps, her voice rang in my ears once 
more: “Where do you think you — are — going?” 

The rest was a blur both mentally and physically as I fought 
hard to keep the tears from flowing. I didn’t know if crying was 
allowed. 

I hated reading after that. I hated writing even more. For a 
long time, school was not about learning, reading, or writing but 
about games. To play the classroom game, you had to know the 
rules. I learned them the hard way, but I learned them. Mrs. Ander- 
son didn’t know that: she thought she had taught me a lesson on 
research. 

In thinking about my experiences, I realize how much of who 
I want to be as a teacher today is rooted in how I saw myself 
positioned as a learner. This chapter analyzes my attempts to get 
student agendas out on the table in the hopes of finding ways to 
support student inquiry. More specifically, I explore how chil- 
dren are positioned as students and how they might take action 
about their concerns. 
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A First Reading 



In the classroom, I have tried to provide the students with oppor- 
tunities to express their thinking in a way they find comfortable. 
I try to provide conversational space and tools with which to 
explore the complexity of text and talk. Some of the students I 
worked with use writing as a vehicle for discussing what is on 
their minds. 

I collected the written conversation and letters that follow 
while working with six-, seven-, and eight-year-old children in 
an urban multiracial community. These artifacts are presented in 
their original form with the exception of the children’s names, 
which are pseudonyms. After presenting each letter, I describe 
the context in which it was written and summarize my thoughts 
about the written conversation and letters at the time they were 
written. 

A Written Conversation with Alan Jason 

As report card time drew near, several students became worried 
about receiving their report cards. One of these students was Alan 
Jason. Regardless of what I said, he worried. In a written conver- 
sation, he attempted to talk himself out of worry, claiming that 
“report cards can’t hurt” anyone (see Figure 10.1). 

Before receiving the written conversation from Alan Jason, I 
had several talks with him regarding what reports were for, ex- 
plaining that I see them as tools to help parents and teachers 
work through how to help children learn better. I agreed that he 
was right that report cards really do just tell you and your par- 
ents about what you are doing in school and that they can’t hurt 
anyone. 

Ericas Letter 

Our classroom included students who come from nine different 
cultural backgrounds, none of which was French. Out of the nine- 
teen students in the class, only three did not speak the language 
of their heritage at home. There were also two children who joined 
our community without previously having spoken English at all. 
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Well Vivian all report cards should do is just tell you how 
good you are in school. 




I like my report card alright but marks on report cards it 
doesn’t matter. Report cards only tell you how good you 
are in school. They’re not really well they’re only cards 
they can’t hurt you. 



Figure 10.1. A written conversation with Alan Jason. 



This raised a lot of interest in other languages, leading to the 
questioning of the French lesson that was held for twenty min- 
utes each day. In conversation the students expressed displeasure 
with being forced to learn French when the languages they wanted 
to learn were those of their friends in the classroom. This, they 
felt, would make more sense than learning French just because 
“the principal and the people in the big building said we have 
to.” One student decided to write a letter to the school board 
(see Figure 10.2). 

Eric wrote his letter after a written conversation between us 
about learning other languages. He wrote: 
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Could you please tell me why do we only have 
French time. Why can’t we have different languages 
like Spanish and Chinese so if we have a friend that 
can’t speak our language then if we can speak their 
language we can speak to each other. Can you 
please write back to me. 



Figure 10.2. Erics letter to the school board. 



Why can’t v^e have different languages every w^eek so if you have 
a friend that can’t speak your language you could talk to them 

I wrote back: “That’s a wonderful suggestion, Eric. You could 
ask Cathy Reyes, she is someone who helps make some of these 
decisions.” Shortly after his letter was sent, Eric received a reply 
stating that if he wanted to learn another language he could at- 
tend heritage language classes that are held on Saturday morn- 
ings. Together Eric and I read the response he received, after which 
nothing more was said. 

Lyndsey's Letter 

Lyndsey handed me a letter (Figure 10.3) when I returned to school 
after a day of absence. She was not alone in her discontent with 
the way the supply teacher had treated the students, and so on 
this particular day we started the morning with a class meeting 
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Dear Miss Vasquez, I don’t like supply teachers because they don’t 
let us do some of the things that you let us do and they don’t let us 
finish our snack and they don’t let us sit on the couch and when we 
try and tell them we are the boss of this classroom they don’t listen. 



Figure 103. Lindsey letter. 



called by Lyndsey. At the meeting, students raised the issue of 
why supply teachers felt the need to take over a classroom that 
“isn’t theirs to begin with.” 

The students expressed concern about what would happen 
the next time I had to be away, and they made a number of sugges- 
tions: 

Well, Miss Vasquez, just don’t be away any more then we won’t 
need supply teachers. 

If you have to be away again can you ask for Mrs. Williams 
cause she doesn’t tell us what to do all the time. 

Oh and don’t send Mrs. Cole. She yells too much. 

Maybe you should leave a note to tell the supply teacher that we 
made decisions here about what to do in the day. 








- 208 - 



Classroom Inquiry into the Incidental Unfolding of Social Justice Issues 

I responded to their concerns about supply teachers by ac- 
knowledging their requests. Aside from this discussion, nothing 
more was done about the issue other than making sure the next 
time I was away to ask for Mrs. Williams and to remind the 
supply teacher dispatcher not to send Mrs. Cole. I also wrote a 
letter addressed to future supply teachers outlining what a day in 
our classroom might be like and explaining the atmosphere we 
had attempted to create as a class. 

Laura^s Letter 

Our school is a Roman Catholic school. As such, as long as they 
have their baptismal certificate, all students receive the sacra- 
ment of Holy Eucharist, or first Holy Communion, when they 
are in grade 2. Laura has older siblings who together with their 
parents receive Holy Communion every Sunday at church. Laura 
had always gone up to the altar with her family and watched the 
sacrament being given. She felt that she had been left out long 
enough and wanted to be able to do something about it, feeling 
that she was ready to receive Holy Communion when she was 
six years old. 

As a result, when the parish priest came to visit our class- 
room, Laura was ready with her concern. She shared her thoughts 
through a letter written to the parish priest (Figure 10.4). 

When Laura first came to me with her question, my response 
was, “What do you think?” I wanted her to consider possible 
reasons for the “Communion is received in grade 2” rule. I men- 
tioned that the parish priest was due for a visit and that might 
give her an opportunity to voice her concern. When he arrived, 
the priest explained that the church feels children are ready to ac- 
cept the responsibility of receiving the sacrament when they are 
seven. Grade 2 happens to be the year that most children turn seven. 



A Critical Reading 



While we can’t totally escape our culture there’s just no such 
thing as atheoretical, unbiased experience, knowledge or prac- 
tice. (Manning, 1993) 
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How come you have to have Holy Communion when you’re 7 or 8 
How come you can’t have it when you’re younger Because I wanted 
to know why older people can have Communion but younger people 
couldn’t. Because it’s not really fair if younger people can’t have 
Communion. Because I feel left out. 



Figure 10.4, Laura's letter to the parish priest. 



The students use writing as a way to make their voices heard. As 
a teacher, I have a responsibility to ensure that the agenda im- 
plicit in the issues they raise through the letters is placed on the 
table alongside all other students’ agendas. Edelsky (1994), while 
speaking of critical literacy classrooms, argues that every 
individual’s agenda ought to have space in the curriculum and 
that the teacher’s agenda must count as another agenda and not 
as the agenda. The letters written by the students in my class- 
room demonstrate how I may have created a space to help them 
problematize situations they found unfair. As demonstrated by 
the letters, students do write about things of importance and ur- 
gency. Unfortunately, in the dominant school culture students 
continue to be viewed and treated as second-class citizens who 
do not need to be heard. I find myself reassured by what Harste 
and Manning (1992) describe as a theory of voice. Operation- 
ally, “this notion gets translated by inquiring teachers into as 
simple a question as ‘How do I hear from Jason today?’ ‘What 
would I have to do to make Jason the center of my curriculum?’” 
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(n.p.). Nevertheless, I ask myself, Is the discourse of resistance 
available to the students I work with exposing them to self-de- 
feat? When students are given permission to take up a critical 
position, a possible side effect is social rejection. Outside of our 
classroom, these letters were not accepted. While I didn’t realize 
this at the time, adult response was negative; the students were 
seen as rude or know-it-alls. Adults may have difficulty respond- 
ing because young students are not supposed to be asking these 
kinds of questions. 

Although I provided spaces for students to ask questions, I 
was not able to take their learning as far as I could have. By 
making this statement, I don’t mean to beat myself over the head 
or to be self-critical. I am simply revisiting my footsteps. As I 
revisit the letters, I filter my thinking through Edelsky’s (1994) 
work on what a critical literacy curriculum might look like; 
Dyson’s (1993) work oh the social worlds of children as they 
write; Peterson’s (1994) work on social justice; as well as Brodkey’s 
(1992) notion of reading and writing in the margins, along with 
the questions raised by students I currently work with, and con- 
versations with friends, colleagues, and parents. From where I 
stand now, I can see how I could have addressed differently the 
issues raised by these students through their letters. In the re- 
maining part of this chapter, I outline what I might have done in 
each of these situations — responses that might have taken stu- 
dent inquiries into an analysis of institutional power. 

In my original response, I assured Alan Jason that report cards 
couldn’t hurt anyone, that they are only supports to help teach- 
ers and parents figure out how to help children learn better. What 
I didn’t tell Alan Jason is that report cards often don’t have any- 
thing to do with supporting learning and oftentimes they are 
written for everyone but the student. I didn’t tell him that many 
times they do hurt students by shaping future teachers’ thinking 
about what a given student might be like. I didn’t tell him that 
the way the report card is set up does not reflect the process of 
learning that unfolds in the classroom, nor does it account for 
the learning that extends beyond it. Report cards ought to be 
tools with which to mediate experience and discover how to best 
support a student’s learning. Instead, they are used to construct 
students in a certain bureaucratic way. As in my response to the 
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Other students’ letters, I didn’t tie the use of report cards to influ- 
ential systems of power that demand report cards in schools. 

My support of Eric’s inquiry into the imposed French cur- 
riculum took the form of giving him the name of someone on the 
school board who helps make decisions about curriculum. My 
nonmention of the fact that French as a language to be taught in 
schools stems from a political decision that doesn’t necessarily 
have anything to do with students, supports a decision placing 
French in a position as a subject to be taught in the first place. 
My nonmention of the fact that limiting the teaching of heritage 
languages to Saturday morning marginalizes minority cultures 
supports the existing marginalization of minority cultural groups. 
Nonmention supports the interests of those in positions to con- 
trol children’s lives at school. 

While reflecting on the way I responded to Lyndsey’s letter, I 
realize that the role I took on was that of mediator. I acted on her 
behalf rather than supporting her right to act for herself. Although 
I took heed of all the students’ suggestions regarding how to best 
prepare for the coming of a supply teacher, the final decision 
about how these preparations were to unfold remained mine. 
Therefore, my way of preparing for the next supply teacher did 
not empower the students or place them in a position to demand 
respect. 

My response to Laura’s inquiry (see Figure 10.4) into the age 
restriction for receiving Holy Communion leaves me puzzled. 
What the letter did not reveal is that at the same time that Laura 
raised the issue about Holy Communion, she also raised an issue 
about Holy Confession, or Reconciliation, as it is now known. 
Preparing for Reconciliation usually takes place when children 
are eight years old (grade 3). In the case of Holy Communion, I 
redirected her question to another authority figure when instead 
we could have had a sustained discussion alongside the priest’s 
comments. In the case of Reconciliation, however, which she was 
not supposed to engage in until the following year, I was able to 
access information and pass it on to Laura and her mother so 
that they could make a case for themselves. This activity took 
place outside of school, and as a result Laura received Reconcili- 
ation while still in grade 2. 
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Was it easier for me to give Laura and her mother the tools 
to take action outside of school than to take action in school? In 
doing so, did I give Laura an advantage over the other students 
by not giving the others access to the same opportunity if they so 
desired it? 

In retrospect, I suspect that my avoidance of direct action 
may be related to my Catholic upbringing and also my institu- 
tional position. Questioning the ruling of the church would have 
placed me in a position of vulnerability as a teacher in a Catholic 
system that I was not prepared to take. Handing over the tools to 
someone else, however, demonstrates that I do recognize certain 
practices as problematic and that I do want action to be taken, 
but that at the time I didn’t want taking action to rest on my 
shoulders. 

Revisiting my students’ written conversation and letters has 
confirmed my commitment to creating curriculum differently. 
Some of this change rests on the shoulders of what Edelsky ( 1 994) 
describes as vintage whole language, the stuff that may already 
be taking place. This includes recognizing that curriculum ought 
to be grounded in the lives of students (Harste, 1993). Ground- 
ing curriculum in the lives of students means that as a teacher, 
my role includes listening and looking differently at the students’ 
implicit and explicit questions in order to shape curriculum based 
on the underlying issues, not just surface issues. Thus, when Curtis 
and Richard act out Power Rangers day after day, I recognize 
that maybe what they are interested in isn’t so much Power Rang- 
ers as what Power Rangers represent. And when Vickie makes 
the statement that all Mounties have to be boys because in the 
Royal Canadian Mounted Police poster we have up on our class- 
room wall there are no girls, I address the underlying theme of 
how girls and boys are positioned in artifacts and texts. Recog- 
nizing these underlying issues and themes ensures that the stu- 
dents own the questions they ask. Owning the questions makes 
learning more purposeful in their lives and the lives of others in 
the community. This leads to another whole language principle: 
building a classroom community. Within this community, Edelsky 
(1994) points out, students need to experience firsthand learning 
as opposed to hands-on learning. As an example, she notes that 
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when children use Popsicle sticks to subtract they are experienc- 
ing hands-on learning, but when they make change at a bake sale 
they are engaging in firsthand learning. As a teacher, I need to 
make sure that when I say that all members of the community 
should be able to put their agendas on the table, that individual 
ways of seeing and talking about those agendas are respected; in 
this way, we can revisit and interrogate those agendas and act on 
them firsthand. 

Getting to where I am currently professionally resulted from 
my own questioning of systems of domination and influence, and 
from taking action to resist the dominant discourse and to 
problematize the social text. Getting here was a result of engag- 
ing in conversation with others who share this thinking, from 
reading, from writing, and from what Edelsky (1994) describes 
as watching events and media informed with the question. Why 
are things the way they are? I agree that this is a pro-justice and 
equity stance. But being pro-justice and equity is not enough. We 
also need to be activists (Edelsky, 1994). That is, classrooms have 
to become places where neither students nor teachers are apathetic. 

We need to start taking action against those who tell us to 
think within the realm of what is dominant. In making the 
nondominant visible, it is time we question deeply the taken-for- 
granted, and in educating people we need to ask, “Educating for 
what?” (Edelsky, 1994). One way I have taken such action is by 
capturing the incidental unfolding of equity and justice issues in 
students’ lives through critical classroom inquiry. 
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Our Kinds of Questions You 
Wouldn^t Find in a Book 

Robyn Jenkin 

Catholic Education Office, Thebarton, South Australia 



S everal years ago I decided to take a closer look at what my 
students were doing while they were conducting their own 
inquiry in resource-based learning.^ I originally set out to exam- 
ine the literacy demands of the process of inquiring into a topic. 
I soon became aware that there were no specific literacy compo- 
nents in inquiry learning because the inquiry became a literacy 
process itself, with students engaged in reading, viewing, writ- 
ing, listening, and speaking. I had assumed that the questions 
posed by the students were simply the first step in the informa- 
tion-gathering process. I found instead that the construction of 
research questions was not a simple, discrete part of the process. 
Rather, it was integral to the students’ experience of learning to 
be researchers. 

Students posed a huge range of questions. I wondered why 
some students posed questions that could be answered using the 
resources available, while others attempted to find answers to 
questions to which there were no easily accessible answers. This 
led me to look closely at the kinds of questions the students were 
posing. This chapter looks in detail at the questions the students 
set themselves and the kinds of topics into which the students 
were inquiring, and it explores issues that appear to have influ- 
enced the young learners while they were engaged in inquiry. 

Central to the inquiry approach is the student’s ability to 
pose effective questions and use a variety of resources to find 
information that helps provide answers to these questions. Dillon 
(1986) says that ‘‘learning is seen to follow in answer to a student’s 
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question” (p. 333). Therefore, educators assume that posing and 
answering questions equals learning. In their study of grade 6 
students, however, Moore and St. George (1991) found that only 
48 percent of the questions set by the students were answered in 
the final written product. My study of grade 4 students engaged 
in their first foray into independent inquiry indicated a similar 
percentage. I found that the students correctly answered 51 per- 
cent of the questions they had set themselves, across nine differ- 
ent topics. This low proportion of questions answered concerned 
me, considering the value placed on the inquiry approach to re- 
source-based learning as practised in my school. It raised a num- 
ber of issues about why questions were not answered. If students’ 
questions are not answered, then perhaps the kinds of questions 
posed are ineffective for their purposes. On the other hand, it 
may be that even though many questions go unanswered, stu- 
dents are learning something else about their topic. Or perhaps 
we as teachers, while promoting inquiry, are not assisting our 
students to inquire into topics and issues that are relevant to them. 

My observations revealed that many students experience dif- 
ficulty in posing questions to which answers can be found. Re- 
flecting on these observations forced me to undertake two separate 
yet related investigations. First, I decided to examine the topics 
they had chosen to investigate, in order to discover whether topic 
choice made a difference to the framing of appropriate questions. 
Second, I took a closer look at which students posed which kinds 
of questions. In general, my initial aim was to get a clearer pic- 
ture of why so many questions remained unanswered and what 
the consequences of this were for students. 



Which Topics Can Be Inquired Into? 



The students in my study were encouraged to research a topic of 
their own choice within the broad subject of “traditions.” Nine 
different topics were chosen by the students including traditions 
related to sports, the Olympic Games, weddings. Mother’s Day 
and Father’s Day, birthdays, other general celebrations, and par- 
ticular celebrations such as Easter and Christmas. Boys mostly 
chose the sports topics and girls mostly chose topics related to 
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weddings, celebrations, birthdays. Mother’s Day, and Father’s 
Day. “Christmas” was the only topic chosen by girls and boys in 
approximately equal numbers. It appeared that gender was a fac- 
tor influencing the kinds of topics chosen. This finding concerned 
me, so I decided to take a closer look as these topics. 

It is interesting to note that the most successfully answered 
questions related to the topic of weddings, while the least suc- 
cessfully answered questions related to sports. The boys told me 
that they chose sports because they were interested in sports or 
because they knew a lot about them. A close look at the boys’ 
questions revealed that, while they thought they knew something 
about the traditions of sports, their knowledge was restricted to 
the sport itself and sporting heroes. This raises questions about 
the topic itself. My intention was for students to inquire into 
traditions. This is a subject that commonly appears in content 
guides as a way of dealing with understanding culture. In Aus- 
tralia the recently produced curriculum document A Statement 
on Studies of Society and the Environment for Schools (Austra- 
lian Education Council, 1994) promotes student inquiry into tra- 
ditions as a way of achieving outcomes in understanding culture. 
My students inquired into the actual sport rather than into the 
traditions surrounding their chosen sport. In this way, the boys 
sidestepped the social and cultural curriculum topic of traditions 
and reformulated it as “sport,” where they were on safe ground 
as far as content was concerned. 

Take, for example, the case of John, who was inquiring into 
the Olympic Games. Although this topic lends itself to inquiry 
into the traditions associated with the Games, John was more 
interested in facts about the Olympic Games. These facts related 
to the history and origins of the Olympic Games, as well as about 
sporting achievement. As Barbara Comber says elsewhere in this 
volume, teachers have a different view of “what counts as knowl- 
edge.” I am not suggesting that the boys made this decision con- 
sciously — that is, that they chose sports as a “boys” topic. What 
is interesting is that almost all the boys made this choice. The 
unspoken peer pressure to “be a boy” is great, and in Australia 
being “sporty” is a major part of mainstream role identity, as 
constructed in all forms of media. I am not suggesting that the 
boys’ choice to inquire about sports is “bad.” This situation did. 
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however, make me acutely aware of the degree to which choice 
in the language classroom is never neutral. The boys’ choices 
took them away from any consideration of social and cultural 
formations of tradition and led them into inquiries about the 
rules of games and records of their heroes. 

Inquiry learning, then, becomes a site for gendered choices. 
In this case, the consequence was that boys participated in a dif- 
ferent curriculum from girls. I did not set out to consider gender 
in my investigation. I did not predict any differences. Because my 
focus was on the inquiry process, content was in the background. 
I was not initially concerned about the different topics boys and 
girls chose. It was somewhat later, in analyzing students’ ques- 
tions, that I realized that students had participated in qualita- 
tively different inquiries and, as a consequence, engaged in 
different kinds of learning. 

Students need to see the relevance of inquiring into a teacher- 
set topic (Travers, 1994). Primary teachers have the opportunity 
to do this by immersing their students in the topic through a 
thematic approach across the different areas of learning. There is 
an inherent tension between having students follow lines of in- 
quiry that are important to them and at the same time ensuring 
that students do not avoid entire areas of curriculum that might 
encourage them to investigate how their society works. Both teach- 
ers and students may need to resist the temptation to limit in- 
quiry to what is safe, the taken-for-granted hegemonic knowledge 
that shapes our worlds. 

The Safe Topics 

So let’s take a look at the “safe” topics, the topics into which it is 
acceptable to inquire; topics for which it is easy to ask appropri- 
ate questions; topics about which information may be found in 
books or other resources available in the school or at home. Christ- 
mas was one such safe topic. One student who knew how to play 
the game was Becky, who asked: 

Why do people celebrate Christmas? 

Why do we get presents? 
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How did people celebrate Christmas in the olden days? 

Where did they celebrate? 

What did they eat? 

Why did people burn Yule logs? 

In coming up with these questions, Becky was demonstrat- 
ing that she knew exactly what kinds of questions were valued at 
school. She anticipated this particular school’s reading of Christ- 
mas traditions. Not surprisingly, Becky answered most of her 
questions satisfactorily. She was one of the first students to finish 
her research and to hand in a poster for display in the class, I 
asked Becky why she chose to research Christmas traditions, and 
she explained that “it seemed a very interesting subject.” She 
claimed to know nothing about the topic before she started out! 
I found that interesting, since it had been a class focus the previ- 
ous year. Even more surprising is that her own knowledge of 
Christmas through her family experiences appeared to count for 
nothing. This was evident in her research notes, one section of 
which included a space to jot down everything already known 
about the topic, Becky had left this space blank. Finally, Becky 
said that she found all the information she needed in one or two 
books in the school library. I was interested to see in her research 
notes that Becky had discovered information about an old tradi- 
tion of burning the Christmas tree to ward off bad luck, and yet 
this wasn’t included in the poster she prepared for the class dis- 
play. In that poster, she simply covered five of the questions she 
had set herself. Becky had learned how to get the job done. Yet 
my aim was to have the students grapple with new learning and 
struggle with new concepts. 

The Challenging Topics 

Some students did grapple with new learning by inquiring into 
challenging topics. Renate, who was researching wedding tradi- 
tions, wanted to find out why people marry before they have 
children. In the context of this student’s schooling in a small 
Catholic parish school, this was a provocative area of inquiry. 
More important, it raises questions about how teachers deal with 
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students who inquire into topics with which the teachers them- 
selves may not be comfortable. If we are serious about students 
being independent, self-directed learners, however, then we must 
not only expect topics like this, but we should also help the stu- 
dents deal with them. I found this a difficult area to handle. While 
we were reviewing Renate’s research notes, I suggested that she 
would be more likely to find an answer to the question about 
marriage and children by asking adults she knew well. She de- 
cided that she would ask her parents. As a result, she wrote in 
her notes: “The Pope says we have to get married to have chil- 
dren if you are Catholic.” 

Renate did not include this information in her completed 
poster. On reflection, it is possible that my suggestion to Renate 
may have given her the message that this aspect of the topic was 
not something to research in school. This could explain why she 
did not include the answer in her poster. Perhaps Renate was 
learning to read what counted in the official school curriculum. 

At this stage, I began to realize that, although I thought I was 
encouraging my students to inquire into areas that interested them, 
I was still setting the boundaries for them. These boundaries have 
been constructed — by curriculum writers, teachers, school au- 
thorities, parents — to cover the areas of knowledge that these 
groups value. By directing my students’ inquiries within these 
boundaries, I was denying them access to a curriculum that pro- 
moted critical inquiry. Students like Becky who played the game 
of asking safe questions were ultimately disadvantaged because 
their learning was restricted. On the other hand, Renate, who 
asked more critical, confrontational questions, had the opportu- 
nity to grapple with new understandings. 



Gender and Topic Choice 

I found that some students were clearly disadvantaged by the 
kinds of topics they inquired into. Some students set topics that 
were too broad. For example, students who chose to investigate 
sport in general (as opposed to one specific sport such as cricket) 
or celebrations in general (as opposed to one celebration such as 
Easter) answered a significantly lower number of questions than 
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students who chose to investigate more specific topics. It is inter- 
esting to note that, apart from three who inquired into Christ- 
mas, the boys investigated sporting topics. On the other hand, 
while some girls inquired into Christmas, the others tackled cel- 
ebrations such as weddings, Easter, birthdays. Mother’s Day, and 
Father’s Day. 

Some research suggests that boys and girls write about dif- 
ferent topics in free writing. Gilbert (1989) cites Poynton, who 
found that, within a particular genre (in this case, narrative writ- 
ing), boys and girls write about different topics. Similarly, Kamler 
(1992), who observed a boy and a girl for at least once a week 
over two-and-a-half years, found that there were significant dif- 
ferences in the kinds of writing they chose to engage in. For ex- 
ample, when- she quantified the different genres written by the 
students, Kamler found that, while the girl wrote four “Diary” 
entries, the boy did not engage in any writing of this type. 

If boys and girls make different choices about the kinds of 
writing they engage in when provided with free choice situations, 
this has some important implications for teachers. Given the find- 
ings of researchers such as Poynton and Kamler, it is not surpris- 
ing that the boys and girls in my study made different choices 
about the topics into which they inquired. Reflecting on these 
differences forced me to realize that teachers need to be aware 
that boys and girls do make different choices in inquiry. It is 
inevitable that when students have freedom of choice into the 
content of their inquiry, different kinds of learning will occur. 
Further investigations are needed concerning the social and po- 
litical effects of these differences. 

What Kinds of Questions Are Acceptable to Ask? 

My examination of students’ questions was revealing. I identi- 
fied two different ways of looking at the students’ questions. First, 
I examined them in terms of their content, and second, I looked 
at the ways in yvhich the questions were asked. In addition to the 
gendered nature of topic choice, students must work out what 
can and cannot be asked in schools. In trying to work out why 
some questions remained unanswered, I examined the whole cor- 
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pus of Student questions. Here I focus mainly on what I labeled 
as appropriate and inappropriate questions. 

Appropriate Questions 

Appropriate school questions are the kind of questions about 
which children’s books or other easily accessible resources are 
likely to include information, or that teachers and librarians can 
answer. Examples of appropriate questions include: 

What were the things that happened when Jesus was born? 

(Peter) 

How did people celebrate Christmas in the olden days? (Becky) 

Why do we get presents at Christmas time? (Kelly) 

How did the Ashes [in cricket] start? (Christian) 

Why do they give rings [in the wedding ceremony] ? (Dianne) 

How come we have a matron of honor at a wedding? (Elizabeth) 

Other appropriate questions were on topics of special inter- 
est to particular students, and often they were the kind of ques- 
tions about which the students had some prior knowledge. 
Examples of this type of appropriate question are: 

What are the fielding positions [in cricket]? (Grant) 

Why do we throw confetti [at weddings]? (Ellen) 

Why do we eat turkey at Christmas? (Kelly) 

Students who posed these questions clearly demonstrated that 
they already had some prior knowledge of their topic and under- 
standing about what is expected in school. 

Inappropriate Questions 

Inappropriate questions (or so I labeled them at the time) included 
elements of fantasy or morality and therefore were unable to be 
answered using the range of school resources accessible to stu- 
dents. While the total number of inappropriate questions was 
quite low, it is important to consider them because they demon- 



- 223 - 



242 



ROBYN JENKIN 



strate that the research process is not neutral. Teachers gradually 
socialize students into what can and cannot be dealt with in in- 
quiry. At the time, questions I labeled as inappropriate included: 

How does someone train a rabbit to deliver Easter eggs? (Chrissie) 
What does Santa do in his spare time? (Lisa) 

How does Santa fit down the chimney when he is so fat? (Lisa) 

While these questions raise issues of fantasy, other questions 
are confrontational. It is interesting to speculate about questions 
such as: 

Why do people go to church on Sunday? (Mary) 

Why does the priest marry them [the couple]? (Dianne) 

How come you can’t wear hot pink? (Dianne) 

Why isn’t there a children’s day? (Annie) 

Why do we go to church? (Elizabeth) 

Why do they wait so long before they get married? (Carrie) 

Are these questions meant to shock? Are they meant to chal- 
lenge? Are they genuine inquiry? I’d say the students’ questions 
serve all these purposes. Students who posed these questions were 
beginning to grapple with concepts such as belief, change, cul- 
tural similarity, cultural diversity, and identity, but they were also 
confronting and challenging the sanitized version of belief sys- 
tems they were getting at school. These questions set the scene 
for critical inquiry into traditions. Not surprisingly, most of these 
questions remained unanswered. In hindsight, questions such as 
these, which I have since labeled critical questions, could have 
formed the basis for discussion of a range of issues. 

This research made me much more aware of my own as- 
sumptions about the kinds of questions that are acceptable for 
students to inquire into. It also made me aware of the implicit 
evaluations I made of students’ questions. Furthermore, it forced 
me to look at the' influence that teachers and teacher-librarians 
have in the selection of learning resources. To a certain extent, 
these selections reflect educators’ own values and those of the 
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local school community. This often results in few resources being 
available to answer questions of real interest to the students them- 
selves. I suspect that gradually the students are trained to control 
the kinds of questions they pose so that they remain within school 
expectations. Teachers can help students to resist this position- 
ing by ensuring that they have opportunities to critically analyze 
the texts they are using. 

Interestingly, some students recognized that some of their 
questions could not be answered using the resources available. 
For example, after completing her research, Dianne explained, 
“Our kind of questions you wouldn’t find in a book . . . like, 
‘Why does a priest marry them?’ and ‘Why do you get married?’ 
. . . it’s not in books!” 

This raises issues about the kinds of books and other resources 
in elementary school libraries. In Chapter 8 of this volume, Jen- 
nifer O’Brien explores how texts position child inquirers. I would 
argue that the absence of particular kinds of content from 
children’s books also helps to determine a child’s “view of the 
world.” There are answers to Dianne’s questions. These answers 
are not about correct information; these answers are multiple 
and contested; they are about the ethics and morality of contem- 
porary Christian families and about the role of religious doctrine 
in people’s lives. The problem for Dianne was that these answers 
could not be found in the resources available in the school. One 
way of dealing with this situation could have been for me to help 
Dianne ask critical questions about the resources she was using, 
questions such as: 

What is missing from these texts? 

Why is it missing? 

How could it have been included? 

Some students knew which topics were acceptable to investi- 
gate and thus were able to pose the kinds of questions that school- 
books help to answer. Their topics and questions were shaped by 
what can be answered by using school resources. Strong social 
values shape what actually goes on in inquiry learning. This raises 
questions about the sanctity of students’ inquiry questions. As a 
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result of my research, I realized that for some of the students, 
question posing was difficult. I became aware that there is a very 
real need for teachers to explicitly teach students how to pose 
questions that can be answered, and how to ask the critical ques- 
tions that help them deal with other issues. I also became acutely 
aware that school pedagogies need to be adapted to include op- 
portunities for critical inquiry. 



Conclusions 

The conclusions I drew from my work with this particular class 
of students fell into two main categories. These categories were 
about gendered topic choice and the kinds of questions posed. 

Gendered Topic Choice 

This group of students made gendered choices about the topics 
into which they inquired. Not only were there significant differ- 
ences in the topics investigated, but also the girls stayed within 
the broad topic area of traditions, whereas most of the boys nar- 
rowed their topics to concentrate on a different area of investiga- 
tion. It was my intention for the students to investigate the social 
and cultural aspects of the overall topic. In fact, because of the 
choices they made, most of the boys inquired into different as- 
pects of the topic. The result was that curriculum outcomes were 
different for boys and for girls. 

This raises questions about what counts as curriculum con- 
tent in inquiry learning. If, as I found with this class, boys and 
girls choose different topics, what does this mean for teachers 
and curriculum developers ? Is it simply a matter of different learn- 
ing styles? Are boys or girls being advantaged or disadvantaged 
by the teaching practice of providing choice within broad areas 
of inquiry? Does it matter that boys and girls have different out- 
comes? These are the kinds of questions that teachers need to 
be mindful of when they engage their students in inquiry-based 
learning. 
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The Kinds of Questions Posed 

To a great extent, the kinds of questions posed determined the 
kinds of learning outcomes students experienced. For this par- 
ticular class, success in answering their questions depended on 
the type and complexity of the questions posed. 

Some students asked appropriate questions, knowing how 
to play the inquiry game. These students knew which questions 
they could ask and which questions could be answered. They 
knew what kinds of questions the teacher valued. Other students 
posed questions that were confrontational and challenging. This 
raises the issue of what kinds of questions can be asked at school 
and what kinds of resources are available in schools to help stu- 
dents investigate their questions. This second group of students 
embarked on inquiry into issues that were of significance to them. 
These students were not as successful. One reason for their lack 
of success was that these kinds of questions, those I later labeled 
critical questions, do not have straightforward answers. Rather, 
these are questions that demand consideration, discussion, and 
analysis. This kind of learning cannot be captured in a simple 
written or pictorial response. 

Another factor inhibiting the students from answering these 
critical questions relates to the nature of the resources on which 
the students were drawing. Children’s books and other library 
resources often do not provide answers to the kinds of questions 
some of these students were asking. This has implications for the 
kinds of resources available in schools. 

If, as Dianne discovered, books do not contain the kind of 
information students are interested in, then questions must be 
asked about who makes decisions about the content of children’s 
books. Are publishers producing books for children or for teach- 
ers? Are teachers helping students take a critical stance when 
they are using the texts available to them? 

Perhaps we educators do not want students to inquire into 
issues with which we ourselves are not comfortable. Perhaps we 
hope that school resources will teach them what they can ask at 
school. Perhaps, by not providing appropriate resources, we 
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gradually socialize students into undertaking lines of inquiry that 
are acceptable to us. On the other hand, if we are aware that the 
kinds of issues raised in this chapter do influence our students’ 
learning, then we have the opportunity to critique our current 
practices and to undertake the necessary changes to ensure equi- 
table outcomes for all students. 



Note 



1. The average age of the students in my study was eight years and eight 
months; most of them were in their fifth year of formal schooling. 
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I n this chapter, we present a small slice of the work of the Exeter 
Extending Literacy (EXEL) project, which has been exploring 
ways of helping children read and write nonfiction more effec- 
tively. The project is founded on a philosophy that foregrounds 
the importance of children developing their own inquiry ques- 
tions, and here we outline how one of these inquiry questions 
was used to focus the work of six-year-old students. We refer to 
these students as “young researchers” and show how they, with 
the support of their teacher, were able to approach their inquiry 
with the actively questioning mindset which characterizes re- 
searchers. 

Amy and Kelly are two six-year-olds who work in a pleasant 
open-plan classroom that borders on a central school courtyard. 
Their grade 1 class is responsible for the upkeep of the flower 
beds in the courtyard, and some of the students attend a weekly 
after-school gardening club run by parent helpers. It is June and 
the school has decided to spend some money on hanging baskets 
for the courtyard. The students are keen to discuss the contents 
of these baskets, and because of this keenness, their teacher, Mrs. 
Cox, decides to get them involved in deciding which plants should 
be purchased. Later they will visit the local garden center to pur- 
chase their chosen plants, but first the students, in discussion 




248 



- 229 - 



DAVID WRAY, MAUREEN LEWIS, WITH CAROLYN COX 

with their teacher, realize that only certain plants will be suit- 
able, and that in order to plan successful baskets they will have 
to do some research. 

As part of the EXEL project at the University of Exeter, we 
followed the research of these students as they: 

♦ set clear purposes for their work 

♦ drew up a framework for recording information 

♦ located information in a range of reference materials 

♦ collaboratively constructed their understanding of the informa- 
tion they located 

♦ made their recommendations for the purchase of plants 

♦ were empowered by the knowledge they had constructed 

This chapter is an account of the work of this class of students 
and an illustration of the power of an inquiry approach to 
children’s learning. We also explore the role of the teacher in an 
activity such as this one. How can a teacher act as support for 
the learning and intervene at the appropriate points to take the 
inquiry just that bit further? 



The EXEL Project 

The EXEL project is a curriculum development project that has 
involved us in work with teacher groups throughout the United 
Kingdom, looking closely at children’s interactions with texts, 
especially nonfiction texts. (For further details of the project, see 
Wray and Lewis, 1994.) We were concerned that nonfiction texts 
had been relatively neglected as a resource for learning and felt 
that an effective program of extending literacy should pay ad- 
equate attention to these sources. As part of our project, we have 
been developing a process model to describe children’s interac- 
tions with nonfiction texts and consequently have been testing a 
range of strategies and materials for use in the classroom. The 
model currently underpinning our work in fact describes a pro- 
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cess that, in academic contexts, tends to be labeled “research.” 
We see benefit, therefore, in referring to children engaging in this 
process, no matter what their age, as researchers. The process of 
research, after all, consists fundamentally of setting oneself a 
question or series of questions and engaging in inquiries in order 
to find answers. An inquiry-based approach to curriculum en- 
compasses just such a process. 

We began our project with the misguided assumption that 
we would be chiefly concerned with children who had reached a 
stage of sufficient fluency in their reading that they were able to 
use reading as a means of inquiry. But it rapidly became clear to 
us that the processes involved when children were researching 
and interacting with texts were not age specific. Levels of experi- 
ence and expertise vary, of course, as does the level of support 
children need, but the process is essentially the same for a five- 
year-old as for an adult. Just as one improves as a reader by 
reading, one becomes more expert at researching by undertaking 
research. Children encounter nonfiction texts (books, lists, no- 
tices, signs, etc.) from their earliest years, both in school and at 
home, yet most of the work on children’s use of this kind of text 
has concentrated on older children. For example, the most widely 
known British research project on the use of reading as a me- 
dium for learning (Lunzer & Gardner, 1979; Lunzer, 1984) was 
undertaken with children aged ten and older. Similarly, official 
reports from government agencies on school achievement and 
practice often comment on the teaching of “study skills” to chil- 
dren aged eight and older but rarely mention these skills with 
regard to younger children. Even the requirements of the British 
National Curriculum suggest that these are matters best left to 
older students. The introduction of students to the use of struc- 
tural organizers such as chapter headings, for example, is not 
required until age ten. 

The very terms used to describe such skills also often imply a 
chronological hierarchy. References to “higher-order reading 
skills” or “advanced reading skills” have certainly led many teach- 
ers to feel that the teaching of study skills is best undertaken in 
the later stages of the primary/elementary school, when children 
are competent readers. These ideas are beginning to change and 
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more attention has been given recently to research as a feature of 
the curriculum experiences offered to younger children (Mallett, 
1992; Neate, 1991). We would argue that students should be 
introduced to nonfiction texts and ways in which to learn from 
them from their earliest days in school. We were delighted there- 
fore when several teachers of very young children joined our 
project and we were able to undertake some of our research in 
infant (K-2) classrooms. 

Throughout our project, we have been concerned that the 
work we have undertaken on children’s interactions with nonfic- 
tion texts should stress the need for these interactions to be firmly 
located in a meaningful context, rather than taking the form of 
decontextualized study skills lessons. This form of working is 
even more crucial in the early years and, thankfully, the view of 
learning it stems from is already more or less universally accepted 
by early years’teachers. All of our work has taken place within 
the context of the ongoing work of the classroom, which has 
usually meant an approach to the curriculum centered on cross- 
curricular inquiry. 



Structuring the Research 

The students in Amy and Kelly’s class had a clear purpose to 
guide their research. Their teacher, Mrs. Cox, guided them to 
make the focus for their research as explicit and structured as 
possible. Simply asking them to “find out” about plants would 
have been much too vague and vast a task. Because the children 
were relatively inexperienced researchers, Mrs. Cox suggested 
that a grid would help focus their research and provide a scaffold 
for the kind of questions they might want to ask. Through dis- 
cussion she was able to draw on their prior knowledge of gar- 
dening, flowers, and hanging baskets. As they brainstormed what 
they already knew, she scribed their comments. Certain “themes” 
emerged, which they drew together into several headings: height, • 
spread, colour, flowers and leaves, smell. Together they con- 
structed a grid, which the students then copied into their jotters 
(see Table 12.1). 
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Notice how the teacher was able to extend the students’ tech- 
nical vocabulary, substituting “fragrance” for “smell” and “foli- 
age” for “leaves.” By introducing these words at this stage, she 
was also preparing them for the vocabulary they might encoun- 
ter when they started to look in books. Because the information 
the students needed to find would necessarily be technical, it 
quickly became apparent that the reference books already avail- 
able to the class were largely inadequate in terms of the level of 
detail they contained. Mrs. Cox was able to make available, with 
the help of the students themselves, several adult gardening books 
and pamphlets. Many students were so keen that they persuaded 
their parents to take them to local garden centers and stores to 
find reference materials, much of which they could obtain at no 
cost. Of course, these materials were designed for adult readers 
and their vocabulary, layout, and print size made few conces- 
sions to infant readers. 

Each heading of the grid the students had helped design acted 
both as a question to be answered and a “key word” to focus the 
students’ research; they perhaps even helped the students scan 
the text for that particular word. When we discuss some of the 
transcripts of the students’ research later, we see how success- 
fully the grid scaffolded the students’ work. 

Before the students began their inquiries, Mrs. Cox discussed 
with them where they might find the information they needed. 
The students suggested several sources such as books, asking 



Table 12.1. Research on Plants 



Research on plants for our hanging baskets 


Name of 
flower 


Colour 


Height 


Fragrance 


Trailing 


Size of 
foliage 


Comments 


















- 233 - 




DAVID WRAY, MAUREEN LEWIS, WITH CAROLYN COX 



“experts” (i.e., members of the gardening club), looking at other 
hanging baskets, asking their parents, and watching gardening 
programs on television. At this point, Mrs. Cox modeled for them 
how they might select and use information books. As she did 
this, she talked about what she was doing and why, thus making 
what is usually an internal monologue accessible to the students. 
The following extract from her demonstration was typical: 

Now which of these books shall I use? This book’s got flowers 
on the cover so it might be useful, and the title . . . yes. Garden 
Flowers, that tells me it might be useful. Now what do I do? Yes, 

I can look in the index. Let’s look up “hanging baskets” in the 
index. So I’m going to turn to the back of the book. Here it is. 
Index. Now, it’s arranged alphabetically a...d...g...h...h 
. . . here it is. H. Lets look for h, a . . . . 

Through this kind of metacognitive modeling — that is, by 
making explicit to the students the thought processes she was 
going through as she was experiencing them — the teacher was 
able to give the students some important lessons on what an ex- 
perienced reader does. The importance of teachers not simply 
telling students about the problem solving, planning, and strate- 
gic decision making that characterize the reading process but 
actually demonstrating these cannot be overemphasized. Model- 
ing enables teachers to make explicit the thought processes that 
accompany involvement in literate activities, processes which, 
by their very nature, are invisible. Unless these processes are made 
explicit, students have no way of understanding what it is like to 
think like an accomplished reader until they actually become one: 
in other words, much of their learning is directed toward trying 
to perform an activity the nature of which they have no clear 
concept. It is little wonder that, in such circumstances, many stu- 
dents focus on what seem to be the visible aspects of reading, 
such as sounding out the words and letters. 



Undertaking the Research 

We video-recorded. several groups of students as they undertook 
their research. In pairs (six students at a time) they worked around 
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a table loaded with gardening and flower books, most of them 
adult texts. Mrs. Cox checked on the group at intervals, but most 
of the time the students worked independently. The video re- 
corder was left running throughout the morning, and after about 
fifteen minutes, during which they tended to whisper to each other 
and glance at the camera from time to time, the students seemed 
to become largely oblivious to its presence. Field notes and ob- 
servations were also made. We were then able to view and re- 
view the video and analyze what took place. There were several 
striking features of the students’ work that morning. 

The social, interactive nature of the task (working in pairs) 
was important. On numerous occasions, the students prompted 
each other to continue working and to try another technique if 
they could not find what they were looking for; discussed infor- 
mation; worked together to try to understand difficult texts; asked 
each other for help and advice; and, of course, engaged in con- 
versation with each other. Interestingly, much of this conversa- 
tion originated from the task. For example, at one point one of 
the student’s attention was caught by a picture as he was search- 
ing for a picture of marigolds: 

Barry: Oh! look at that . . . that’s . . . that’s .... It’s made out 

of flowers. (Points to picture of a flower bed laid out as 
a ship.) 

Lisa: There’s a Mickey Mouse one . . . other ones in other 

places. 

Barry: Woah! That’s brilliant. 

Lisa: I’ve seen them millions of times. 

Barry: (to Simon) Have you seen them at Torquay? They’ve got 

them. Made out of flowers. Them. 

Simon: Where? 

Barry: Torquay. Where they make them models out of flowers. 

You been to Torquay? 

(Simon shakes his head.) 

Barry: Been to Paignton? 

Lisa: I’ve been to Paignton. 

[Torquay and Paignton are local towns the students have visited.] 
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A teacher arriving at this moment might be tempted to con- 
clude that the students were not on task, but they certainly were 
because they were involved in making their own connections with 
the material. This linking of previous knowledge and experience 
to new material is a crucial part of the researching and learning 
process, and it reaffirms the importance of conversation rather 
than silence in young children’s learning through inquiry. 



Scaffolding the Task 



The video evidence also demonstrated how important the grid 
was in scaffolding and prompting the students through a com- 
plex task of information gathering. It reminded them of what 
they needed to know but also allowed them space for their own 
interests. Several times the grid prompted students to return to 
the texts for further information. For example, Amy and Kelly 
had, after some searching, found a reference to nasturtiums in 
the index of a book. The following exchange took place: 

Amy: Nasturtiums . . . Nasturtiums . . . Got it . . . 157 . . . 157 

. . . 157. (Turning pages and checking number.) Here. 
Nasturtiums. Should be here somewhere. (Scanning 
page.) There it is. Height 1 foot ... 30 cms. Well done. 

I found it. (Kelly begins to write. Amy closes book.) 

Amy: I don’t know the color yet, do I ? (Color is the next 

column on the grid. Amy reopens book.) 157 . . . Right. 

. . . What’s the color? . . . What’s the color? (Reads 
aloud.) Red, orange, yellow. Red, orange, yellow. We’d 
better get red. (Closes book again.) 

Kelly: How do you spell . . . ? (Both write in color column.) 

Amy: (Looking at grid.) Right. Fragrance. What’s its fra- 

grance? Has it got a fragrance or has it not? I don’t think 
. . . (Opens book and searches for page 157 again.) Now 
where’s it gone? 

Here we see quite clearly the grid reminding Amy of what 
she needed to know and prompting her to continue her research. 
The grid was acting as a scaffold, helping the students move from 
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the stage of joint activity alongside a teacher toward indepen- 
dent action. 



Using Study Skills: Practice in Context 

The students used a variety of study skills during their research. 
They used them because they needed to use them. We observed 
them using index pages, tables of contents, alphabetical order, 
skimming, scanning, and extracting key information. Of course, 
they did not always use these successfully and they showed vary- 
ing levels of expertise, but they were receiving practice in using 
important skills in the best possible way. 

Sometimes they had to deal with sophisticated textual fea- 
tures. Amy and Kelly, for example, in looking up “Busy Lizzy” in 
an index, found the entry: “Busy Lizzy. See Impatiens,” Puzzled 
by this, they sensibly approached their teacher for an explana- 
tion. Few teachers of six-year-olds would plan to introduce their 
pupils to the use of Latin plant names and yet, occurring as this 
instruction did within the context of a real situation, these stu- 
dents were fascinated by their discovery. They also learnt about 
cross-referencing in an index. How many study skills programs 
would introduce cross-referencing to six-year-olds? Yet Amy and 
Kelly (by no means outstanding pupils) took it in their stride. 

Most of the students were also willing to try several different 
techniques if their first attempt to find an answer failed. Here is 
Amy again, starting her hunt for nasturtiums and trying a variety 
of strategies. 

Amy: This one got anything? (Picks up a book.) 

Kelly: I need to copy. (Looks at the spelling o/ nasturtiums in 

Amy's jotter and writes.) 

Amy: Index. It should be here somewhere. Yes . . . right . . . 

what does it say? . . . Nasturtiums. ... It hasn’t got it 
there. Pll have to go to the contents. (Turns to the front 
of the book.) Ah, here it is. (Searches contents page. 
Cannot find desired entry.) It’ll have to be another book. 
(Scans pile of books on offer.) 
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Kelly: Look in that one. (Points to book.) 

Amy: Yeah. Pll look in this one. (Picks up book indicated by 

Kelly.) 

Kelly: (Holds front cover with Amy.) What’s it say? (Reads 

Ornamental Kitchen Garden.^ 

Amy: This is the one I had. (Browsing through some pages of 

pictures, but actively searching.) This tells us about . . . 
hardy petunias . . . French marigolds . . . nasturtiums? . . . 
Sweet Williams . . . Lizzie Busies . . . Lizzie Busies. 
Midsummer Plants. (Reading page heading.) Marigolds. 
I’ve got some of those in my backyard. 

(Muttered conversation between the two. They continue 
browsing.) 

Amy: Where’s it gone? Nasturtium. 

Kelly: Have a look in another book. (Amy and Kelly each pick 

up another book.) 

Kelly: Have a look in the index. 

Amy: Index. Right. (Both looking in index of their book.) 

Amy: Nasturtiums . . . Nasturtiums . . . Got it. . . . 

As well as the structured techniques of using the index and 
table of contents, the students also used less structured techniques 
such as random searching, skimming through books looking for 
pictures, and flicking over pages. Since these techniques can also 
achieve results, it is important that we not overemphasize a rigid 
“index/contents-only” approach to using information books. A 
flexible approach is more helpful, especially as many informa- 
tion books are not organized terribly well. These students’ rela- 
tive inexperience in research meant they had no fixed ideas about 
what they should do to locate information. They were therefore 
willing to try a range of strategies rather than fixating on one 
that, if it had not worked, might have left them unable to con- 
tinue. 

That these students had a flexible approach was also appar- 
ent in their willingness to use not only a variety of research strat- 
egies but also a variety of information sources. As well as 
consulting books, students shared their existing knowledge with 
each other, asked “experts,” and looked at actual examples — 
that is, real flowers. Again, it was clear that the collaborative. 
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social nature of the task was crucial in allowing the students to 
make use of these sources. 

Empowerment through Information 

Two of the students we observed learnt an.important lesson that 
morning. Lorraine and Charlotte learnt that information can be 
empowering. The pair had begun by browsing through the gar- 
dening books, looking at pictures. From these pictures, they de- 
cided they wanted their hanging baskets to contain tomatoes, 
strawberries, and a bonsai tree. They wrote the names of these 
three plants into the first column of their grid and were about to 
start looking for further information when Mrs. Cox joined them. 
She pointed out that their suggestions were unusual and that they 
would need to find some good evidence to support these choices. 
Charlotte and Lorraine were not deflected from their ideas and 
started to research. In one gardening book, they discovered a 
variety of dwarf trailing tomatoes. In another they found a pic- 
ture of strawberries in a planter, which clearly suggested that 
these were trailing plants. Then they turned to bonsai trees. They 
discovered a section in one book on the growing and training of 
bonsai trees. This gave them the information that bonsai trees 
could be trained into shape. They reasoned from this that they 
could train their bonsai tree to trail over their basket. They worked 
out that they would need wire for this task, but they did fail to 
realize that it might take them fifty years to grow their tree! When 
their teacher returned, they were ready to argue their case and 
defend their choice of plants. 

What these students had learnt was that, armed with the 
appropriate information, they could argue with powerful and 
important people such as their teacher. Knowledge can give indi- 
viduals the power to argue their case, a lesson central to democ- 
racy. Their teacher was humane and responsive enough to concede 
the argument, not wishing at this point to dampen the girls’ en- 
thusiasm for bonsai. It should be noted, however, that when it 
came to trying to convince their classmates, Lorraine and Char- 
lotte had a much more difficult task! 
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Implications 

We have space here to provide only brief glimpses of young chil- 
dren with a real purpose and a structure that guided them in the 
successful use of research skills. This success is still patchy, of 
course, and there remain some problem areas. Children as young 
as this naturally often find the business of making sense of com- 
plex information very difficult. Yet our work does show that with 
a clear purpose to motivate them and an explicit structure to 
scaffold their work, young children can and do become research- 
ers. The implication can be made quite forcefully that we must 
not underestimate what these children are capable of. The sooner 
they begin to work with books in this way, the more likely they 
are to develop their research skills, hopefully making redundant 
the familiar complaint of teachers about students copying entire 
sections from reference books. Experience with research should 
definitely be part of the rich interaction with books provided in 
the best early years classrooms. This is true, we would argue, 
whatever the abilities, ages, and backgrounds of the students. 

Our research also persuades us that until we have observed 
students in action following on through the demands of a clearly 
focused inquiry question, we can say little about their capabili- 
ties or limitations. Children act to their potential only when they 
are excited and driven by an inquiry need. 

The role of the teacher seems to us to be twofold in such an 
inquiry-based curriculum. He or she first has to create a class- 
room environment in which inquiry is central. This can call for 
some skillful negotiations with the demands of a subject-focused 
curriculum. Second, the teacher needs to consider carefully how 
and when interventions in students’ learning processes can best 
be made. We argue that teacher modeling of learning strategies 
has a central role in such interventions. 
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Different Cultural Views 
of Whole Language 
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W hole language is widely known, discussed, and debated in 
North America. It represents a view of learning and teach- 
ing that has developed from a consensus of multiple viewpoints, 
Harste and Burke (1977) noted that whole language as a theo- 
retical orientation “views reading as one of four ways in which 
the abstract concept of language is realized” (p, 37). Yetta 
Goodman (1989), in a comprehensive review of the history of 
whole language titled “Roots of the Whole-Language Move- 
ment,” details the multiple influences on whole language. She 
suggests that the Harste and Burke reference is the first instance 
in which the term “whole language” appears in print. She also 
notes that Goodman and Goodman published an occasional pa- 
per in 1979 that discussed whole language comprehension-cen- 
tered reading curricula. These early contributors to whole 
language had distinct reading orientations. Indeed, Kenneth 
Goodman is known for his formulation of a top-down model of 
reading which posits that meaning is a feature of the reader, not 
the text, a model that has contributed to whole language theory. 
He is also known for his comprehensive and varied views associ- 
ated with whole language (see, for instance, Goodman, 1986a, 
1986b, 1989). 

Read’s (1971) study of spelling development showed that a 
child’s early independent writing was logical and revealed a de- 
veloping understanding of grapheme-phoneme correspondences. 
The results of Read’s study have been used as evidence to sup- 
port whole language. His orientation was to studies of the devel- 
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oping phonological awareness in the early spelling attempts of 
very young individuals. Whole language theorists believe, as a 
consequence, that children should be allowed to invent spellings 
and view the activities as meaningful language explorations. 
Graves’s (1983) efforts in the area of writing have also contrib- 
uted to whole language theory. His view is informed by his stud- 
ies in writing development, which suggest to whole language 
theorists that children should be encouraged to explore writing. 
Studies of emergent literacy have further contributed to whole 
language theory (Teale &c Sulzby, 1986). Rosenblatt’s (1978) 
reader response theory is a prominent feature of most views of 
whole language. Y. Goodman (1989) notes that from Rosenblatt’s 
theories “whole language incorporated the term transaction to 
represent a rich complex relation between the reader and the text” 
(p. 117). Atwell’s (1987) notions of reading and writing integra- 
tion represent another major influence on whole language theory. 

Efforts have been made recently to investigate the epistemo- 
logical issues related to whole language and instruction (Harste, 
1993, 1994; Gunderson, 1993, 1994, 1995; Leland & Harste, 
1994), which propose that teachers and students be involved in 
questioning knowledge, what is worth knowing, and the worth 
of knowledge. In recent work (Gunderson, 1995), I propose that 
it is essential for teachers to judge what students must know and 
what they should know, and recommend that students be included 
in such decisions. Harste (1993) suggests, “To the question of 
what knowledge is most worth teaching, an educator holding an 
inquiry position would argue ‘underlying processes in inquiry’” 
(p. 15), 

Issues related to assessment and evaluation in whole language 
have been both contentious and pioneering. Goodman, Watson, 
and Burke (1987) propose that underlying comprehension pro- 
cesses could be inferred from an analysis of oral reading miscues. 
Generally, the notion of using standardized tests to assess the 
reading achievement of students is dismissed, and more holistic 
measures are recommended (Goodman, Goodman, & Hood, 1989). 

Y. Goodman (1989) describes the multiple sources of influ- 
ence on whole language including areas such as language experi- 
ence approach, early childhood education, integrated education, 
and assessment and evaluation and concludes that 
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the history of whole language shows that many groups and indi- 
viduals have made continuous attempts to consider issues such 
as curriculum; individual differences; social interaction; collabo- 
ration; language learning, the relation between teaching, learn- 
ing, and evaluation; and their influences on the lives of teachers 
and students, (p. 122) 

This is a positive view of the contributions different researchers 
have made to whole language theory, but not one shared by all. 
Walmsley (1989), for instance, notes that “Donald Graves, Nancie 
Atwell, Jane Hansen (all of whom have written about “process- 
approaches” to reading and writing) have been co-opted into the 
movement, whether they wanted to or not” (p. 1). 

The term “whole language” is a fairly geocentric term, one 
developed in North America, which has been applied to educa- 
tional trends in other parts of the English-speaking world. It’s a 
term, however, that is not generally used in places such as New 
Zealand or Australia (Turbill, personal communication, 1993). 
Swiniarski (1992) proposed that whole language theorists in 
North America have credited the literacy program in New Zealand 
as being built on whole language principles, but she notes of New 
Zealand teachers that “while many were familiar with whole lan- 
guage literature, they regarded the term as a purely American 
interpretation of their literacy programs” (p. 225). Anderson et 
al. (1985) refer to the literacy instruction occurring in New 
Zealand as whole language. Ashton-Warner’s (1963) language 
experience concepts have influenced whole language; indeed, some 
researchers have considered the two to be synonymous (Stahl & 
Miller, 1989). Holdaway (1979) introduced the use of shared 
reading, a development that also influenced literature-based and 
whole language programs. Clay (1979, 1985, 1991) contributed 
significantly to the development of programs in New Zealand. In 
Australia, Cambourne developed a natural learning theory “from 
naturalistic research that sets out to describe and explain how 
language learning occurs in the everyday ebb and flow of human 
activity” (Cambourne & Turbill, 1990, p. 338). Cambourne 
(1988) sets out seven conditions for literacy acquisition: immer- 
sion, demonstration, expectation, responsibility, employment, 
approximation, and response. Cambourne and Turbill note. 
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“Teachers who implement this theory create classrooms in which 
the conditions of learning that accompany natural language learn- 
ing are simulated for pupils learning to control the written form 
of language” (Cambourne & Turbill, 1990, p. 338). They sug- 
gest that such conditions can be used to teach both young stu- 
dents and those who are older. Cambourne and Turbill (1988, 
1989) have also influenced whole language through their studies 
of “teacher-as-co-researcher.” In North America, the concept of 
teacher as researcher has profoundly affected the way teachers 
view research and researching. Whole language educators pro- 
mote the concept of research as collaboration (cf. Harste, 1993): 
“The teacher as researcher movement embodies not only cur- 
riculum and a new view of literacy but a new view of literacy 
instruction” (Harste, 1989, p. 248). 

Whole language has developed over the last twenty years or 
so. Its origins are complex, its nature multifaceted. Watson (1989) 
believes that whole language is difficult to define because most 
whole language advocates reject definitions; those who demand 
definitions usually disapprove of whole language; and teachers — 
those who are the experts and have developed their own person- 
alized whole language programs — are not asked; they remain 
silent. Harste, however, admonishes that “it is our theory and we 
must take responsibility for it” (1989, p. 247). 

Although Harste (1993) proposes that whole language ad- 
vocates should search for the universal in literacy learning, whole 
language is not a philosophy in the traditional sense; it does not 
seek to formulate metanarratives. It does, however, appear to be 
a complex and changing chronicle representing the communica- 
tion of multiple voices. It is a text in the postmodern sense of text 
(Gunderson, 1997). I argue that “whole language is not a phi- 
losophy in the traditional sense, rather each construal is a framed 
composite propositional intertext” (p. 225). 

As I have pointed out elsewhere, there are advantages and 
disadvantages to the view that whole language is an intertext 
built on the multiple voices of teachers and researchers: 

A propositional intertext may contain philosophical, educational, 
sociological, perceptual, and literacy propositions generated by 
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an individual teacher in response to the multiple sources that 
inform her. In this respect a propositional intertext is an indi- 
vidual view of teaching and learning, one that varies from teacher 
to teacher, from school to school, and from region to region. In 
this sense it does not represent universals, it represents local be- 
lief, the interpretive voice of the teacher. This is an advantage in 
that intertexts evolve over time as new propositions are added or 
existing ones are altered or eliminated. Individual teachers de- 
velop their literacy programs on the basis of a propositional 
intertext that is complex, one that evolves. (Gunderson, 1997, p. 

225) 

A propositional intertext represents the voices of those who 
view literacy as a basic, perhaps natural, human activity framed 
by the teacher, whose view is often similar; it does not necessarily 
represent the voices of the students. Whole language teachers 
appear to propose a view of learning — an extremely complex 
model of language learning — that is literacy centered, that is, that 
views reading and writing as integral activities of thinking hu- 
man beings, and designed to produce independent critical learn- 
ers. These are fairly well ingrained North American views not 
necessarily shared by individuals from other cultures (Early &: 
Gunderson, 1993). Reading and writing are not necessarily in- 
herently good. An intertext is a composite of propositions con- 
tributed by many individuals, most often well-known educator- 
researchers, not usually teachers (Watson, 1989), a majority of 
whom are North American. Delpit (1988, 1991) argues that whole 
language involves a focus on process, one that benefits students 
from the middle class, which denies minority students access to 
the ‘‘power code.” Anderson (1994a) found “that parents from 
different cultural groups held different perceptions of literacy 
learning” (p. 13). Indeed, he also found that “while parents from 
all three cultural groups supported some aspects of emergent lit- 
eracy, parents from non-mainstream were less supportive of this 
perspective than were their mainstream counterparts,” and “each 
of the non-mainstream groups unanimously rejected some as- 
pects of emergent literacy” (p. 13). Whole language would ap- 
pear to be a pedagogical phenomenon uniquely imbued with 
mainstream North American cultural features. 



Different Cultural Views of Whole Language 

Whole Language as North American Text 

Cummins '(1991) believes that “students from ‘dominated’ soci- 
etal groups are ‘empowered’ or ‘disabled’ as a direct result of 
their interactions with educators in the schools” (p. 375). In- 
deed, teachers consciously or unconsciously reproduce the po- 
litical system of domination. Eurocentric views and beliefs form 
the core of the educational thought that guides curriculum devel- 
opment and instructional practice. While the demographic data 
indicate that “five out of six people in the world are non-White” 
and that the “vast majority of the world’s population is non- 
Christian” (Banks, 1991, p. 147), North American educators 
continue to view education from a “mainstream” viewpoint that 
focuses on European values and beliefs, even though their school 
populations grow increasingly multicultural. Whole language 
advocates hold a view of teaching, learning, and the role of text 
that is imbued with the features of their culture. The new pri- 
mary program in British Columbia, Canada, for instance, begins 
its section on children’s intellectual development with the fol- 
lowing quotation: 

If intelligence develops as a whole by the child’s own construc- 
tion then what makes this construction possible is the child’s cu- 
riosity, interest, alertness, desire to communicate and exchange 
points of view, and a desire to make sense of it all. (British Co- 
lumbia, 1988, p. iv) 

Inherent in these words and, indeed, in a whole language 
approach is the assumption that the development of “question- 
ing” children with a plurality of views and openness to them is 
meritorious. This is a value by no means universally shared, ei- 
ther by all Western teachers or by all students. As Oster (1989) 
explains: 

When we ask students who come from such diverse places as the 
Middle East, the Far East, Africa, or Latin America to argue an 
opinion, especially an opinion different from that of a teacher or 
a text, or more threatening yet, to take a stand when there has 
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been no direction from the teacher, we are often reversing as- 
sumptions deeply ingrained in the value system of their culture, 
implicitly telling them, for example, that a younger person has 
something new to say to an older one (Anderson and Powell 
1988, 208), that words can have value in argument (Barnlund 
1987, 164; Becker 1988, 251), that no one will be offended or 
feel personally attacked (Becker 1988, 245; Osterloh 1986, 81) 
if a pupil or fellow student openly disagrees with her or him, (pp, 
87-88) 

These generalizations are based broadly on the interpreta- 
tions of findings of research conducted in classroom environ- 
ments. They are, therefore, not necessarily indicative of students’ 
behaviors in noneducational settings. In many countries, how- 
ever, books are the embodiment of knowledge, wisdom, and truth. 
Many of the texts read by students from preindustrial countries 
are exclusively sacred and not open to question. Recent Kurdish 
refugees to Vancouver, British Columbia, for instance, report that 
they and their children first learned to read using the Koran and 
that the only generally available reading material for them was 
sacred. Recent works by Maley, 1985; Matalene, 1985; Parker et 
al., 1987; Valdes, 1987; and Young and Lee, 1985 have increased 
our awareness of intercultural differences in attitudes to learning 
in general and to a whole language approach to teaching in par- 
ticular. They have shown how and why students from education 
systems such as that of the People’s Republic of China rely on 
memory and quotation and find our insistence on originality and 
analysis difficult to embrace. 

While whole language approaches, often based on notions 
of risk taking and personal empowerment, appear to be increas- 
ing in North America, so does the population of students who 
come from cultures which espouse different ideologies. In the 
Vancouver, Canada, school district, for example, 53 percent of 
the students speak a language other than English at home, repre- 
senting 118 distinct ethnocultural groups, and their numbers 
continue to grow (Gunderson & Hu, 1994). The ESL population 
in the United States increased 56 percent from 1985 to 1992, 
while the overall school population decreased by 3 percent (Lara, 
1994). Those of us who encourage students to be curious, inter- 
ested, critical, and communicative, and to hold a plurality of points 
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of view and a desire to question and make sense of it all, need to 
be acutely aware that we are teaching a value system. Moreover, 
it is a value system potentially in opposition to that held by the 
families of many of our students. The purpose of this essay is to 
describe three schools, each with a teaching staff dedicated to 
whole language instruction, each with a different cultural popu- 
lation, and the consequent cross-cultural misunderstandings that 
have taken place. 

The province of British Columbia initiated a new elementary 
program on the findings of a Royal Commission on Education 
published in 1988. The name “Year 2000” was given to the plan 
that came out of the findings of the commission, including whole 
language instruction, ungraded primary education, and anecdotal 
report cards. 



Upton Elementary School 



Upton is an elementary school of approximately five hundred 
students in an upper-middle-class neighborhood of a large west- 
ern metropolitan area. Students were enrolled in grades kinder- 
garten through 8. The first four grades (K-3) were organized 
into ungraded family units. The staff of the school consisted of 
individuals totally committed to whole language instruction. The 
demographics of the school had changed fairly dramatically dur- 
ing the period of 1989 to 1993, with immigrants primarily from 
Taiwan and Hong Kong making up the bulk of new students. 
Indeed, in 1989 the school was approximately 10 percent ESL 
students, and by 1993 it had become 52 percent ESL students, 
96 percent of whom were from either Hong Kong or Taiwan 
(children from Hong Kong constituted the largest group, repre- 
senting 80 percent of the ESL students). An interesting feature of 
the backgrounds of both the Taiwanese and Hong Kong students 
was that all had attended preschool in their home countries, and 
while only a small number of their families were Christians, 90 
percent of the preschools these children had attended were pri- 
vate Christian schools. Interviews with parents have suggested 
that preschools are viewed as good preparation for school in gen- 
eral and that Christian schools in Hong Kong and Taiwan are 
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viewed positively because instruction is in English (Gunderson 
&c Hu, 1994). 

The Upton program had many of the features commonly as- 
sociated with whole language, many of which had been man- 
dated by the provincial Ministry of Education. Teachers had 
abandoned basal readers and workbooks and initiated and main- 
tained literature-based literacy programs. Reports cards were 
anecdotal, without including traditional letter grades. Classroom 
newsletters were standard in nearly all of the classes. Parent meet- 
ings were held often to explain and describe the whole language 
programs taking place in the school. The school program was 
viewed as exemplary by many educators, especially those on the 
faculties of education at the two local universities. The beginning 
of the 1993 school year was associated with a number of teacher 
strikes across the province of British Columbia. The local press, 
in a sharklike frenzy of attacks on teachers, reported general dis- 
satisfaction with Year 2000 and teaching in general. One of the 
local newspapers reported, for instance, that there was general 
dissatisfaction with teaching and learning and that a poll had 
shown that 42 percent of those parents polled disliked the whole 
language approach to teaching and that 58 percent of parents 
thought that schools were doing a poor job of providing students 
with the skills needed for the modern economy (Balcom, 1993). 

During the period between 1989 and 1991, Upton School 
and its program had been fairly well received. But as the number 
of new ESL students increased dramatically during the 1991-92 
and 1992-93 school years, and as their numbers approached 50 
percent of the overall school population, problems began to arise. 
Parental discontent with the whole language program initially 
focused on report cards. After-school meetings with school staff 
and parents were held to explain the new reporting system and 
to describe the new ideas of assessment and evaluation that in- 
formed their design. Early in the 1992-93 school year, parental 
dissatisfaction with the whole language program increased; one 
or two parents led an anti-whole language crusade with letters 
to the editors of the local newspapers, to officials in the Ministry 
of Education, and to the school superintendent. The target of 
their anger was the lack of rote memorization of facts, home- 
work, and workbooks. The rising tide of discontent at Upton 
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was fueled by a general dissatisfaction with whole language that 
prompted the premier of the province to reconsider the Year 2000 
program and bring back letter grades and a focus on basic skills. 
The teachers at Upton capitulated and brought back workbooks, 
basal readers, and rote memorization. The situation at Upton 
was extremely difficult for teachers, administrators, students, and 
parents because deep-seated value systems were in conflict. Table 
13.1 shows the basic conflicts that existed between teachers’ and 
parents’ beliefs and expectations about school. These are gener- 
alizations drawn from observations of a particular group of par- 
ents and students from Hong Kong and Taiwan who had 
immigrated to Canada since 1989, all of whom were of upper- 
middle-class and upper-class socioeconomic status. Their views 
about teaching and learning were not monolithic; there was varia- 
tion. My interpretations have also benefited from the advice and 
counsel of a Chinese Canadian, English-Cantonese-Mandarin 
trilingual Upton parent. Most families had been granted entre- 
preneurial status, which allowed them to enter Canada as landed 
immigrants on the promise that they would invest at least 
$500,000 in the Canadian economy. It is not unusual to see such 
immigrants arriving at the school reception center with real es- 
tate agents to attempt to locate housing near desirable schools. 
Table 13.1 contains some observations of differences that were 
generally apparent at Upton School. Scarcella (1990) is an excel- 
lent source to consult concerning apparent systematic differences 
in cultural beliefs. 

It is important to remember that differences within a group 
are almost always greater than differences between groups. There 
were individual Asian parents who viewed whole language or 
parts, of it positively,, and there were White parents who viewed 
whole language or parts of it negatively. The teachers at Upton 
have included more skills-based instruction in their classrooms, 
and the province has moved to return grade-based report cards. 
Tension at Upton continues as most Asian parents try to bring 
the school around to their Hong Kong- and Taiwan-based ex- 
pectations for students, teachers, and learning. They want a skills- 
based curriculum, workbooks, carefully corrected written work, 
lots of homework, teacher-centered instruction, a respect for edu- 
cation and for teachers, and a focus on reading, writing, and 
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Table 13.1. A Comparison of Teacher and Parental Beliefs about 
Teaching and Learning 



Teachers Parents 



Teaching should be learner centered. 

Process is more important than product. 

Meaningful language is intact 
language. 

Active learning is essential, so students 
should contribute to discussions and 
activities. 

Learning should be meaningful. 

Speaking, listening, reading, writing, 
and watching are integrated, mutually 
reinforcing language activities. 

The aesthetics of language are 
fundamental. 

Language is functional. 

The learning of content and the 
learning of language are inseparable. 

Learning to read and learning to write 
involve the learning of process. Error 
correction does not encourage 
language acquisition. 



Invented spelling should be encour- . 
aged since it fosters language 
acquisition. 

Independence in learning is critical. 
Critical reading and writing are basic. 

Students should ask questions. 

Students should explore and attempt 
to solve problems. 

Workbooks are mindless make-work 
activities. 



Skills are learned through interaction 
with good literature, not through 
explicit teaching. 

Assessment and evaluation should be 
holistic. 

Problem solving should be deductive; 
learning should be exploratory. 



The teacher is the source of knowledge 
and should not be questioned. 

Correctness of form is important. 
Learning should focus on skills. 

Students should be told what to learn. 
It’s the teacher who should talk. 

Learning should involve memorizing. 

Learning the elements of language is 
important; a focus on grammar is 
especially important. 

Language is a series of skills to be 
learned in a particular order. 

Content represents a set of facts that 
should be memorized. 

Learning to read and write means 
learning phonics, spelling, and how to 
write. The student should learn to 
produce a good product. Errors should 
be corrected and students should be 
aware of their mistakes. 

Poor spelling represents poor learning. 



Students should work on material given 
to them by the teacher. 

The teacher is the source of knowledge 
and should not be questioned. 

The teacher should show students how 
to solve problems. 

Practice is positive evidence that 
students are learning. The number of 
items correct is used to judge students’ 
learning. 

Important skills are learned through 
explicit teaching and rote memoriza- 
tion. 

Assessment should focus on how many 
skills a student has learned. 

Problem solving should be taught, and 
students should learn it through 
induction. 




- 252 - 



Different Cultural Views of Whole Language 



arithmetic. School staff members have met repeatedly with these 
parents and tried unsuccessfully to convince them that whole lan- 
guage is based on sound learning and teaching principles. Meet- 
ings tend to be sessions during which unhappy parents come to 
complain about the school and its program. One particularly dif- 
ficult session involved the principal trying to demonstrate the 
school’s holistic assessment procedures. Rather than convincing 
parents that anecdotal grades were superior, the principal’s use 
of cookies to demonstrate her points convinced them that holis- 
tic scoring was silly. Upton presents an interesting situation be- 
cause the parents have determined that they want the school to 
change to reflect their beliefs, and they have considerable politi- 
cal power. As successful entrepreneurs, these parents understand 
how to set goals and find the strategies to achieve them. It is my 
impression that they view education within a business framework, 
one that has debits and credits and a clear-cut, success-oriented 
goal. The features of skills-based instruction become more ap- 
parent at Upton as time goes by. A number of families have also 
enrolled their children in private schools, mostly Catholic insti- 
tutions, featuring more traditional skills-based instruction. 

Oakville School 

Oakville is in an affluent suburb of a large West Coast city. In- 
deed, the median income is one of the highest in Canada. Oakville 
School enrolls about five hundred students in grades kindergar- 
ten to 8. The school is made up primarily of students from up- 
per-middle-class families. At the time of this study, approximately 
forty-five of the students were Farsi- and Persian-speaking immi- 
grants from Iran. About 50 percent of the immigrant students 
were English-speaking bilinguals. All but two of the families were 
Muslim. A cultural liaison worker, one who considered herself a 
part of the community, reported that parents of this group were 
devout Muslims but not fundamentalists. She noted that many 
had left their home country because of fears of religious persecu- 
tion. Oakville is a relatively conservative community that nor- 
mally elects conservative, local, non-ESL politicians. The teachers 
at Oakville School were openly divided in their opinions about 
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and enthusiasm for whole language as mandated by the Year 
2000 program. The school’s primary teachers were the most en- 
thusiastic, while the intermediate teachers were mostly skeptical 
and unreceptive. Indeed, the school became two-schools-in-one 
with a whole language program in the primary grades (kinder- 
garten to 3) and a fairly traditional skills-based program in the 
intermediate grades (4 to 8). Some intermediate teachers did adopt 
“literature-based programs” that featured trade books and read- 
ing centers, but they also continued to use traditional spelling 
and basal reading instruction, even though the use of basal read- 
ers was no longer prescribed by the Ministry of Education. One 
primary teacher opined that the intermediate teachers had be- 
come involved with literature programs because the province had 
authorized the expenditure of funds for children’s trade books. 
Workbooks, both reading and spelling, continued to be used, often 
paid for through teachers’ personal funds. 

The primary teachers were enthusiastic whole language ad- 
vocates who encouraged their students — even the kindergart- 
ners — to write as soon as they entered school. They involved them 
in the language-rich, meaning-centered activities that have be- 
come associated with whole language teaching and learning (cf. 
Gunderson & Shapiro, 1988). During the 1991-92 school year, 
two distinct antipathies developed, one between primary and in- 
termediate teachers and one between the parents of primary stu- 
dents and the school. 

As students “graduated” from primary to intermediate school, 
they crossed a boundary, one that separated two distinctly differ- 
ent views of teaching and learning. In intermediate classrooms, 
they were asked to do workbook activities and memorize spell- 
ing words. Their independent invented spellings were corrected 
and their work was “set aflame in red.” Intermediate teachers 
complained about their students’ writing habits, their apparent 
dislike for workbooks, and their inability to sit still for long peri- 
ods filling in workbooks. There was much teacher-room talk about 
poor work habits, sloppy learning attitudes, and students who 
had apparently been taught nothing. Primary teachers strongly 
defended their programs and their students’ achievements. As 
criticism across the province escalated in the popular media, the 
cleft between primary and intermediate teachers widened, inten- 
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sifying the conflict developing between the immigrant parents’ 
expectations for their children and the implicit and explicit ex- 
pectations of the whole language program their children were 
experiencing. 

Meetings at Oakville, informational sessions organized by 
teachers, were not well attended. In general, most of the immi- 
grant parents did not attend. Formal individual parent-teacher 
meetings were scheduled during November and May. These ses- 
sions were led by students as part of a program designed to in- 
clude them in discussions. The student-led conferences were 
extremely successful for all except the immigrants. These stu- 
dents were unable to lead conferences, and their parents were 
unable to accept what the children said about their own progress. 
These student-led conferences appeared to generate distrust. In- 
dividual parent-teacher contacts were made mostly as students 
were being picked up after school by their parents, almost al- 
ways their mothers. Mothers were reluctant to speak with teach- 
ers about their children’s progress, but when they did they were 
mostly concerned about their primary student’s progress and the 
apparent lack of traditional school methods and approaches. They 
appeared to want to be told what to do with and for their chil- 
dren. The set of parent beliefs listed in Table 13.1 is fairly reflec- 
tive of the beliefs of the immigrant parents at Oakville School. 

Parent-teacher contacts were difficult for the primary teach- 
ers and were apparently very difficult for the parents, who al- 
ways seemed uncomfortable. A cultural liaison worker informed 
the teachers that the parents had a deeply ingrained reticence 
about dealing with authority, and that they, the teachers, were 
viewed as authorities. Parker et al. (1986) note that “hostility 
and suspicion may well be characteristics of the Middle Eastern 
student when he first arrives in the United States” (p. 96). It should 
be noted that hostility and suspicion are often displayed by stu- 
dents who experience culture shock in culturally unfamiliar con- 
texts (Furnham & Bochner, 1986; Storti, 1990, 1994). But it is 
not completely accurate to describe these parents’ behavior as 
hostile or suspicious. They displayed reticence about interacting 
with teachers, a result, the cultural liaison worker suggested, of 
their experiences with authorities in their home country. As time 
passed, the number of primary-age immigrants decreased dra- 
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matically as their parents enrolled them in a nearby private school 
that featured traditional skills-based instruction, until none re- 
mained in the primary grades in 1994 except for newly arrived 
immigrants. 

Bottomland School 

Bottomland School is located in a suburb of a West Coast metro- 
politan center. The community is situated on an island formed at 
the mouth of a major river; its rich earth had been used primarily 
as farmland until the 1970s, when the expanding population of 
the nearby metropolitan center began to encroach. The late 1980s 
and early 1990s saw the immigrant population expand and the 
number of ESL students increase from about 1 percent of the 
school population to about 35 percent in 1994 (Gunderson &C 
Carrigan, 1993), mostly Chinese from Hong Kong and Taiwan. 
Bottomland School is located in an area still used exclusively for 
farming. It is a small school of about 175 students from kinder- 
garten to eighth grade; some of the grades are combinations, e.g., 
third-fourth grade. About 80 percent of the students are Punjabi- 
speaking South Asians from farming families who own or work 
on the surrounding farms. All parents had been educated in In- 
dia; none had attended or sat for examinations for university. 
During the 1991-92 school year, Bottomland’s kindergarten class 
enrolled nineteen boys, sixteen of whom were Punjabi-speaking; 
all had been born in Canada. 

Bottomland’s primary teachers had already begun to imple- 
ment their whole language programs when the Year 2000 pro- 
gram was adopted as official policy by the Ministry of Education. 
The intermediate teachers adopted many of the features of whole 
language. Since the school was small (only eight teachers), there 
was a positive sense of togetherness. The all-male kindergarten 
class exemplified the inevitable consequences of the interfacing 
of two sets of cultural beliefs, both about whole language teach- 
ing and learning specifically and about behavioral expectations 
generally. 

Punjabi-speaking Indian Muslim farmers have a strong sense 
of commitment to the land. Their families are patriarchal, sons 
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are highly valued, and it is generally acknowledged that they are 
overindulged. Indeed, a great deal of antipathy was generated in 
the wider community by a news report that a U.S. medical doc- 
tor travels to British Columbia to provide services allowing South 
Asian women to tell the sex of their unborn babies so that female 
fetuses can be aborted (‘‘American Doctor,” 1994). Most Indian 
marriages in the Bottomland area are arranged; potential wives 
are brought to Canada from India. Bottomland farming families 
are extended families with grandparents, cousins, aunts, uncles, 
brothers, and sisters often living together. All family members, 
except the young boys, are expected to work on the farm, espe- 
cially during harvest season. It is not uncommon for relatives to 
visit from India during harvest season to work, often bringing a 
suitcase full of farming tools. 

While it was not the purpose of the study to observe a par- 
ticular class at Bottomland School, the kindergarten was so ex- 
traordinary that I have included a description of it here. The 
teacher of the all-male kindergarten class was a veteran of four- 
teen years, a middle-aged White Canadian woman known to be 
an outstanding teacher by her principal and colleagues. One of 
the first clues that the kindergarten class would be unique in- 
volved students’ artwork. When one visits most kindergarten class- 
rooms, they are filled with finger-painted icons, rainbows, 
sunflowers, and houses with green grass and suns. They repre- 
sent a veritable dictionary, an epistemological storehouse of sa- 
lient items. That they can be construed to say, “This is a rainbow,” 
or “This is a house,” does not mean that they are in fact repre- 
sentations of syntactic structures or utterances. Indeed, they sig- 
nify a stage of representing thought, one that finds oral expression 
in a single spoken word, e.g., “rainbow,” “ship,” . or “house.” 
Kindergarten classrooms around the world abound with such 
expressions. Indeed, there seem to be universal in the icons pro- 
duced by five-year-old artists, the most prevalent icon being, of 
course, “me,” followed by icons such as “butterfly,” “house and 
trees,” and “rainbow.” Such peaceful icons may be an artifact of 
the school and schooling, however. Indeed, it may be that the 
female-oriented kindergarten classroom fosters such peaceful, 
benign images. After an initial period in which boys seem to draw 
self-images, they begin to represent rockets, bombs, tanks, air- 
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planes, and monsters in their independent drawings, images that 
are usually abandoned in public art activities in some but not all 
kindergartens. Bottomland’s kindergarten was different. After the 
initial “me” period seen in their art early in the school year, the 
iconic stage involved “ghosts,” “ghostbusters,” “slimers,” 
“tanks,” “cars,” and “destruction races.” Students’ play behav- 
ior was considerably different. Their make-believe sessions fo- 
cused on war, rockets, bombs, and destruction. Almost always 
the block constructions were designed to be blown up. 

Bottomland’s kindergarten students were behaving in thor- 
oughly North American ways that reflect the influence of mass 
media. The violent images they painted and acted out were those 
they saw on television and at the movies. It would appear that 
the most salient features of North American culture for these 
young boys, both South Asian and White, were acts of violence 
portrayed by the media. The kindergarten was unique primarily 
because it was an all-male class, not because it had sixteen South 
Asian boys in it. That sixteen out of nineteen students were South 
Asian, however, made it easy for visitors to the classroom to con- 
clude there was a causal link between cultural background and 
behavior. That the teacher had an especially difficult time deal- 
ing with the boys’ behavior was related to their culturally ac- 
cepted way of relating to women. The portrayal of violence in 
the media affects both immigrants and natives and is discussed in 
other chapters in this volume (see Boran, Lensmire, and Vasquez). 
There was a complex interaction of cultures in this classroom, 
especially in situations involving the teacher and the students. 

The teacher was particularly frustrated by the apparent dis- 
regard students had for her. The boys did not listen to her, choos- 
ing instead to interact with each other. This was especially 
apparent when it was time to clean up or go to recess. She found 
that parent conferences were difficult. It was always the father 
who came to see her in response to a telephone request. Conver- 
sation was difficult because the fathers tended to look away from 
her as she spoke to them. They did not speak directly to her, 
especially when their sons were present, choosing to speak through 
them. The teacher’s communicative style was typically Ameri- 
can, direct and open, while the South Asian men were behaving 
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in a way that was traditional for them, one which places women in 
a subordinate position, a behavior already adopted by their sons. 

As Bottomland’s program became more student centered and 
individualized as a result of the provincial trend to whole lan- 
guage, parental dissatisfaction grew and was communicated to 
teachers and the principal through increased personal after-school 
contacts by fathers. Cumulatively, the whole language program 
was rapidly becoming viewed as suspect. Students were not given 
regular homework assignments; they did not have regularly sched- 
uled spelling tests; they were not involved in formal reading 
groups; their written work was not corrected; they did not “sit” 
for formal tests; and they did not receive traditional grades. What 
bothered most fathers was that their children were asked to se- 
lect their own books depending on what they wanted to read. 
This was incomprehensible to parents. In addition, as Muslims 
these parents indicated to both teachers and the cultural liaison 
worker that they were offended that their children were encour- 
aged to read and guess about what they were reading if they did 
not know words. It made no sense to these parents that their 
children were asked to make predictions about their texts. Most 
of the South Asian boys at Bottomland attended classes at a 
mosque where they learned to read the Koran. The parental view 
of reading had been formed by their experiences as Muslims. As 
Baker (1993) notes: 

Islam is a religion of the Book, and although it is exclusive with 
respect to other religions of other books, it cannot exclude from 
among its own adherents the promise of what its own scripture 
reveals. Submission to a single, complete, and unchanging scrip- 
ture is the bedrock of Islam’s radical monotheism. The ability to 
affirm a faithful commitment to what has been revealed in this 
one text by reciting the words precisely as they have been written 
must extend to all Muslims. Koranic recitation, then, is espe- 
cially noteworthy as a mode of literacy that cuts across all seg- 
ments of society; it serves to absolutely distinguish believers from 
nonbelievers without yet distinguishing the more from the less 
literate, (p. 102) 

Baker’s conclusions are based on his observations in an In- 
donesian village. But South Asian parents at Bottomland did feel 
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that to treat reading as an activity that should be enjoyed, and 
one that should include an often imperfect “oral interpretation” 
of what is written, was offensive. Teachers are supposed to teach 
their students to read aloud the words perfectly, not to guess or 
predict or interpret. This view was confirmed by the cultural liai- 
son worker, who was a member of the community. It does not, 
however, necessarily suggest that thinking critically is not a fea- 
ture of the South Asian culture. It was a view that seemed to 
result from a complex interaction between parents’ religious be- 
liefs and their own expectations for school and schooling that 
they had learned in India as elementary students. 

The intermediate teachers, motivated by a rapidly growing 
number of requests, began a policy of assigning homework, only 
to find that it was rarely completed, a major dilemma. Fathers 
wanted their children to have homework, yet they did not seem 
concerned that it was almost done. A Punjabi-speaking cultural 
aide visited homes and reported back to teachers that the ex- 
tended family was the apparent source of the difficulty students 
had in attending to their homework. Farm life and extended fami- 
lies resulted in a great number of individuals entering and leav- 
ing homes during the afternoons and evenings. It was considered 
bad manners for a child not to pay attention to visitors, espe- 
cially those who were relatives. A consequence of the attention 
students paid to their visiting family members was that they of- 
ten did not have time to complete their homework. 

The whole language program in Bottomland School was de- 
signed on a set of beliefs about teaching and learning that fo- 
cused on the central view that language is inquiry. The parental 
view of teaching and learning differed. The teacher was viewed 
as the center of the classroom, the one who had knowledge to be 
communicated to students. That the primary teachers were fe- 
male caused considerable difficulty for many Bottomland par- 
ents because it violated their own notions of power and authority. 
The parental view of reading was that books contained knowl- 
edge that students could come to know through perfect oral read- 
ing. The parental view also included the notion that learning was 
like any task that consisted of steps learned in order. A learner’s 
task was to acquire the knowledge represented by each step and 
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to be awarded a grade that revealed how well he or she had suc- 
ceeded. 

Communication difficulties continue to be a feature of the 
program at Bottomland School. Cultural aides, those who are 
knowledgeable, have attempted to bridge the gap between the 
cultural notions parents and students have for school and school- 
ing and the explicit and implicit beliefs that informed the school’s 
program. Accommodation on the part of teachers, parents, and 
students has ameliorated the difficulties somewhat, but Bottom- 
land continues to be a school where whole language beliefs and 
practices conflict with Eastern beliefs and notions. Presently there 
is an uneasy peace, two sides trying to get along, each trying not 
to offend and not to capitulate completely. 

Conclusion 

I have returned on many occasions to the schools that form the 
focus of the discussion in this chapter to talk with students, teach- 
ers, administrators, cultural aides, and parents to confirm or dis- 
confirm the observations and conclusions made. I have been 
reminded many times that I bring a particular set of beliefs to my 
observations, beliefs that establish an interpretive framework, 
but in many respects whole language itself is an interpretive act. 

Whole language is not a unitary and systematic teaching pro- 
gram that is applied the same everywhere. I have concluded else- 
where (Gunderson, 1997) that whole language is a set of beliefs 
about teaching and learning that “may contain philosophical, 
educational, sociological, perceptual, and literacy propositions 
generated by an individual teacher in response to the multiple 
sources that inform her” (p. 225). In this respect, whole language: 

is an individual view of teaching and learning, one that varies 
from teacher to teacher, from school to school, and from region 
to region. In this sense it does not represent universals, it repre- 
sents local belief, the interpretive voice of the teacher. This is an 
advantage in that intertexts evolve over time as new proposi- 
tions are added or existing ones are altered or eliminated. Indi- 
vidual teachers develop their literacy programs on the basis of a 
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propositional intertext that is complex, one that evolves. 

(Gunderson, 1997, pp. 238-39) 

Whole language is an instructional approach based on a particu- 
lar teacher’s interpretation of a set of beliefs about teaching and 
learning. As such, it is a uniquely local manifestation that varies 
from other manifestations. 

The research reported in this chapter involves an analysis of 
three groups identified by culture. The reader should not con- 
clude, however, that the groups are monolithic. Each is unique in 
that it represents different mosaics of beliefs. The members of 
each group, in fact, differ from each other in their beliefs. It is 
critical to remember that the generalizations suggested in this 
chapter relate specifically to the groups discussed, and they rep- 
resent only what appear to be general trends. It cannot be said 
that they are representative in any systematic way of larger popu- 
lations, only that they do to some degree represent the beliefs of 
these particular groups at a particular time. Variation should not 
be surprising. The debate among North American educators about 
whole language and phonics is eloquent testimony to the varia- 
tion that exists among teachers. 

What the observations in this chapter suggest is that the way 
individuals view teaching and learning, including the role of lit- 
eracy, varies across cultural groups, especially those views re- 
garding whole language teaching and learning. This is not a 
particularly surprising finding considering that the view of whole 
language, even among middle-class mainstream families, is mixed. 
Indeed, those who report that they are in favor of whole lan- 
guage instruction also report that skills such as phonics should 
be explicitly taught (Anderson, 1994b). 

Although Harste (1993) proposes that whole language ad- 
vocates should search for the universals in literacy learning, whole 
language is not a philosophy in the traditional sense — it does not 
seek to formulate metanarratives. It does, however, appear to be 
a complex and changing chronicle representing the communica- 
tion of multiple voices; it is a text in the postmodern sense of 
text. Harste (1989) concludes that “whole language is essentially 
a theory of voice that operates on the premise that all students 
must be heard” (p. 245) and that students should be asked, “How 
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are you different now that you have finished reading this text 
than you were when you began?” (Harste, 1989, p. 244). He 
adds, “Whole language theory is changing. More and more whole- 
language theorists are talking about reading and writing as tools 
for learning rather than using such terms as 'learning to mean,’ 
‘reading to mean’ and the like.” Harste (1993) also suggests that 
research itself is changing, that the truth about teaching and learn- 
ing does not exist independently, and that the researcher’s task is 
not simply to discover the truth but also “to uncover the theory 
of meaning that was operating in the group” (p. 17). Harste pre- 
dicts that whole language programs “will anchor themselves on 
such processes as transmediation or, said differently, on univer- 
sal processes which undergird literacy across sign systems and 
disciplines” (1993, p. 12). The present study suggests that such 
an approach, one which seeks to search out literacy universals or 
universal processes of literacy, may be a thoroughly Western-ori- 
ented undertaking. There is an essential conundrum: whole lan- 
guage seeks to empower individual students, to give them voice, 
yet individual voice is antipathetic to some cultural views. Whole 
language seeks to teach students that meaning is not in text and 
that reading is creative prediction, yet in some cultures text rep- 
resents truth. 

The schools described in this chapter represent three differ- 
ent situations and three different outcomes: (1) confrontation, 
(2) avoidance, and (3) uncomfortable coexistence, three solutions 
that took place within an overall context of anti-whole language 
sentiment. The paradox is clear; solutions are not. There do, 
however, appear to be some bottom-line conclusions. 

If we are to help students from other cultures become aca- 
demically successful in our Western system, one that may feature 
whole language teaching and learning, we have a responsibility 
to help them engage in the kind of seeing and thinking that this 
system demands, to understand “mainstream” literacy attitudes 
and strategies, and to empower them by learning the discourse of 
the dominant culture (Delpit, 1988). We must also keep in mind, 
however, as Harman and Edelsky (1989) note, that “literacy is 
not necessarily liberating.” They further caution that ""merely 
knowing how to read and write guarantees neither membership 
in the dominant culture nor the concomitant political, economic, 
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cognitive, or social rewards of that membership” (pp. 393, em- 
phasis in original). Students are empowered by learning that their 
voices are heard and valued in the school community. We can 
come to know about these value systems by involving our stu- 
dents in community ethnographies (Early 8c Gunderson, 1993) 
and by changing our strategies to account for them. We must 
always be aware, however, that we are teaching students views 
they may consider antithetical or heretical, notions that are viewed 
with disgust by members of the cultures from which they come. 
We must also be aware that there may be some cases in which a 
student’s or a parent’s view, one that is culturally based, may be 
abhorrent to North Americans. Some views that are violent, rac- 
ist, or sexist should be confronted in thoughtful ways. It is not 
acceptable in North America, for instance, to abort fetuses sim- 
ply because they are female. What the teacher does to confront 
and educate students about such an issue is vital. 

Schools and teachers are in many respects the instruments by 
which governments both national and local inculcate in their citi- 
zens the set of beliefs deemed correct and appropriate, beliefs 
that include the dominant social values that may reproduce an 
oppressive stratified society (cf. Giroux, 1983). Dominated indi- 
viduals may “buy in” to the system and recreate their own domi- 
nation (see Canagarajah, 1993, for example). Whole language, 
like other teaching approaches, is imbued with values and beliefs 
about teaching, learning, and voice. Whole language teachers 
believe in the value of process and critical, independent thinking 
and inquiry. 

What seems true across cultures and political affiliations is 
that parents, teachers, and other interested adults seek “the best” 
for students. The upper-middle-class Asian parents in this study 
viewed the best as a product, the accumulation of knowledge 
that would enable their children to pass a test that would allow 
them to enter a university and subsequently graduate and be- 
come a member of a profession. Some individuals would inter- 
pret this as a politically conservative approach to the values of 
schooling, one which aims to maintain an oppressive, stratified 
society. But it is an approach that has worked for the parents 
themselves. The Asian parents in this study believed passionately 
that a whole language approach violated their children’s right to 
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acquire the knowledge they needed to succeed, a cultural view of 
teaching and learning shared by parents in immigrant and non- 
immigrant groups across North America. 

Traditional schooling has empowered the dominant classes 
in North America and in other countries. Whole language teach- 
ers value the notion that the empowerment of all students is a 
central pedagogical objective, that it is liberating, and that 
everyone’s voice should be heard. It is not enough simply to dis- 
miss divergent views as wrong. Traditional schooling clearly works 
for some individuals within the established system — that is, it 
empowers some students to acquire the knowledge they need to 
be successful in school and subsequently in a class-stratified soci- 
ety. Whole language must work for all students. To achieve this 
goal is no easy task. One view might be that traditional school- 
ing should be changed or “fixed” so that it empowers all stu- 
dents. Another view might be that schooling should be “fixed” 
so that its focus on the elements of language, tests, measures, 
grades, and product is changed. But these are epistemological 
issues related to knowledge and to knowing. An essential ques- 
tion is, “Who is right?” This is a question that cannot be an- 
swered by considering epistemological issues, because it involves 
values. The whole language answer is clear: the voices of all people 
should be heard, and their answers may differ. The more impor- 
tant general philosophical consideration for whole language may 
be axiological. For the whole language teacher in particular, the 
understanding that whole language represents a view of learning 
and 'teaching that differs from the view held by many parents 
and students is an important step. Traditional teaching does not 
empower teachers to consider issues related to voice, power, and 
values. Whole language does. Such consideration is difficult, filled 
with potential disagreement and discord, yet it is essential. The 
norm in many districts across North America is no longer middle- 
class White. Whole language has evolved over time and it will 
continue to do so as it empowers both students and teachers from 
diverse cultures. The recognition and accommodation of differ- 
ence will drive — empower, if you will — change in whole language. 
Further research in multicultural and international contexts is 
essential. 
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Chapter Fourteen 






Inviting Reflective Global Inquiries: 
Politicizing Multicultural Literature, 
Mediated Student Voices, and 
English Literacies 



A S the lives of our children and youth are touched by or dis- 
tanced from global issues, the challenge for teachers lies in 
establishing literacy partnerships with their students to help them 
create a more peaceful and democratic world as empowered glo- 
bal citizens. 

I just came to the United States, in the beginning of this semester, 
and most of my friends are international students because we 
take the same ESL class. We kind of stick together. Like this Rus- 
sian girl is my best friend because we can understand each other 
better. 



Talking to my American friends who have been to other coun- 
tries, like Russia, helped me understand how nice the Russian 
people were compared to all the “stern and aggressive” stereo- 
types we see on television. . . . And there are always the new 
international students at our school and I really wanna get to 
know them too but . . . like when I go to the cafeteria they all sit 
together and I wanna go talk to them but I feel like I’d be an 
intruder if I break in. 



These two accounts illustrate both the potential and the missed 
opportunities for international communication that occur in 
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Maryam, an Iraqi high school student 



Peter, a U.S. high school student 
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multiethnic high schools. These illustrations are drawn from a 
broader qualitative research study on global understanding that 
I conducted during the 1990-91 school year at Worldville High 
School, a midwestern school in the United States.^ As examples 
of cultural communication barriers in a mini-community — i.e., 
the school — they call for inquiries about the politics of our En- 
glish literacy agendas and of our students’ voices. The question 
is: Are our literacy practices really overloaded with diversity and 
social justice issues, as was suggested at the 1994 International 
Whole Language Umbrella Conference in San Diego? Or do we 
have a long way to go before the politics of the kinds of literacies 
we envision for our future citizens reflect experiences for criti- 
cally and responsibly participating in our global community? 

Earlier studies on international understanding reported a se- 
rious lack of world knowledge, lack of knowledge about world 
problems, and often stereotyped perceptions of non-European 
cultures by most U.S. students. Global educators, who criticized 
the U.S. curriculum for lacking international perspectives, called 
for intensified efforts to prepare future citizens to live in an in- 
creasingly interdependent world society. With heightened world 
conflicts, increased international connectedness, and increased 
dependency for solving common world problems shared by mem- 
bers of our single planet, global educators stressed the inadequacy 
of both Eurocentric and nationally centered multicultural educa- 
tion for the development of global citizenship. They emphasized 
the urgency of merging multicultural and international educa- 
tion to help students realize the interdependence of human sur- 
vival and welfare, not only in their culturally pluralistic national 
communities but also in the multicultural world community 
(Cakmak [Boran], 1993). 

Significant theoretical strides have been made in the area of 
global education, especially since the 1980s, despite opposition 
from advocates of European-centered cultural literacy such as 
Bloom (1987) and Hirsch (1987). In implementation, while so- 
cial studies courses have been the most successful in joining the 
global education movement (see Becker, 1982; Hanvey, 1982; 
Reardon, 1988), some ESL educators (see Ashworth, 1991; 
Brown, 1991; Cakmak [Boran], 1989; Fine, 1990; Fox, 1990) 
also showed concern for global understanding and world peace. 
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On a national scale, literature texts read in most U,S. high school 
English courses remain those considered part of the European 
canon (Applebee, 1989; Oliver, 1994). With the increasing im- 
pact of multicultural education on English curricula, today we 
encounter some ethnic American literature in some literacy class- 
rooms committed to education about historically neglected cul- 
tures. Unfortunately, in practice we have yet to witness full-scale 
globalization of our literacy curricula, although the international 
status of the English language (Kachru, 1988) allows us to access 
the human experience not only through ethnic American litera- 
ture but also through international literature. 

Interested in the implications of global education for literacy, 
in my 1990-91 study I explored: 

♦ the meaning of global understanding based on students’ percep- 
tions of diverse cultures and universal human issues, and 

♦ what social (academic or nonacademic) experiences shaped stu- 
dents’ perceptions. 

My purpose was to find out what possibilities and challenges 
existed for reforming our literacy agendas to include global per- 
spectives, i.e., diverse ethnic perspectives within a nation and in- 
ternational perspectives from abroad. 

Besides highlighting communication barriers between U.S. 
and international students, my findings suggested challenging 
possibilities for partnerships between English and ESL courses 
for enhancing global understanding, including: 

♦ the positive impact on students’ global understandings of in- 
depth international experiences provided by interpersonal com- 
munications and courses 

♦ stereotypical perceptions or attitudes and behaviors, usually to- 
ward mostly neglected new international students, especially 
those from non-European cultures often categorized as “Middle 
Eastern” or “Asian,” due to differences in dress or physical fea- 
tures 

♦ initial self-alienation of new ESL students from U.S. students 
while adjusting to their new school culture 
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♦ the negative impact of cultural stereotypes on some students’ 
perceptions of international political issues, or vice versa 

♦ the inability of some U.S. students to challenge injustices com- 
mitted against some unfamiliar non-Western cultures, as opposed 
to their ability to challenge such injustices against national eth- 
nic or familiar international cultures 

♦ in contrast to globally oriented social studies courses, a lack of 
global perspective in English courses that included ethnic Ameri- 
can and European literature but excluded non-European inter- 
national literature in exploring “universal” human experiences. 

Elaborating on this last item, the English courses fostered inquir- 
ies about and understandings of European or major ethnic U.S. 
cultures to the exclusion of international non-European cultures 
and conflicts. This situation challenges us to determine how ESL- 
English partnerships can serve to help students inquire about the 
perceptually distant cultures and issues. 

My purpose was to introduce partnerships between second- 
ary ESL and English classes as “a continuum for global experi- 
ences” provided in social studies courses (Cakmak [Boran], 1990, 
1993) — an idea often overlooked at the high school level. The 
need to challenge cross-disciplinary boundaries in seeking knowl- 
edge “for purposes of producing a more equitable, a more just, a 
more thoughtful world” is strongly advocated by Jerome Harste 
in Chapter 1 of this volume. 

Here, I seek to show from a global literacy perspective that 
within each discipline — in this case, English — we also need to 
provide “diverse ethnic and international perspectives” on glo- 
bal human issues. Further, I take the position that, prejudiced or 
not, while all student voices must be heard, the political conse- 
quences of each voice and the social sources that shape them 
must also be problematized and challenged. Likewise, since dif- 
ferent disciplinary perspectives are only reflections of certain 
voices serving certain political and cultural interests, they also 
must be challenged. It should be stressed that perspectives con- 
veyed by different disciplines are only some among many social 
sources that shape student voices and perceptions of global cul- 
tures and issues. Whole language, which values the power of not 
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just texts but also diverse sign systems (such as music, art, drama) 
on literacy, can set the context for pursuing globalized inquiries, 
rather than perpetuating inquiries that politically sanitize the 
controversial realities of communities and the world. 



The Impact of International Experiences 



International experiences that enhance global understanding may 
not be experienced only through firsthand sources such as travel 
to overseas contexts that can directly challenge one’s prior cul- 
tural assumptions; they also can be experienced through local 
social contexts. I discovered that in local social contexts students’ 
global understandings of diverse world cultures and conflicts were 
shaped by the following environments: 

♦ academic environments such as courses with an international 
focus or socialization with international or U.S. peers with inter- 
national experiences, particularly those related to non-Western 
countries 

♦ social environments outside the school such as U.S. or interna- 
tional family members or friends with diverse international ex- 
periences and diverse political perspectives on global cultures 
and conflicts 

♦ experiences at home with literature, newspapers, and mass me- 
dia reflecting diverse international perspectives or global issues 

♦ religious institutions, etc. 

But what helped students the most in inquiring about their own 
and others’ perceptions of global cultures and conflicts was not 
only the source but also the nature of that source and the depth 
of their engagement with it. For instance, exposure to a global 
conflict on television, or sharing lessons with an international 
student whose country was involved in that conflict, did not af- 
fect students’ perceptions of the issue. However, students’ ini- 
tially stereotyped perceptions of that country and the social, 
economic, environmental, psychological, and political conse- 
quences of their views on that conflict became objects of self- 
inquiry when challenged by various sources that allowed 
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discussion and reflection from diverse and contradictory perspec- 
tives. 

I found that in-depth international experiences with class- 
mates or other people from different countries helped students to 
(a) discover similarities and differences, (b) view their culture 
from different cultural perspectives, (c) question. cultural su- 
premacy, cultural biases, and cultural stereotypes, and (d) en- 
hance their transcultural respect for human dignity and welfare, 
even if they disagreed with some non-West European traditions, 
especially concerning women’s rights. Unless coupled with other 
in-depth experiences that provided substantive knowledge and 
discussion of human issues from multiple cultural perspectives, 
however, local or overseas international contact alone did not 
enhance critical thinking on such political issues but instead per- 
petuated unquestioned, biased views. Research studies on criti- 
cal thinking (Paul, 1992) and on political socialization that focus 
on perceptions of international conflicts (Knowles, 1993; 
Buergenthal Sc Torney, 1976) also confirm this finding. 

The positive impact of interpersonal international experiences 
on global understanding has been noted by other researchers from 
a range of contexts. Bachner and Zeutschel (1990), who studied 
German and U.S. high school students, found that overseas ex- 
change experiences taught students not to stereotype people by 
nationality but to individualize them. Case (1991) reports that 
international experience contributes to open-mindedness, resis- 
tance to stereotyping, the tendency to empathize with other 
people, and a lack of chauvinism. Furthermore, research that 
focused on local international experiences between U.S. and vis- 
iting foreign students also yielded encouraging findings, especially 
for those students who lacked direct overseas experiences. Sharma 
and Jung (1986) found a significant relationship between U.S. 
students’ cross-cultural interactions with international students 
and their world-mindedness, cosmopolitan worldview, support 
for internationalism, and acceptance of cultural pluralism. Wil- 
son (1993) found that conversation partnerships between U.S. 
and international ESL students benefited both parties by con- 
tributing to their substantive cross-cultural knowledge and glo- 
bal open-mindedness. This in turn fostered empathy, the ability 
to view their own cultures from multiple cultural perspectives. 
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and a reduction in prejudice. The partnerships also helped im- 
prove ESL students’ English-language abilities. 

Wilson (1993) explored the impact of a specific academic 
program — the Conversation Partner Program at the University 
of Kentucky — designed to provide ESL international students with 
conversation partners by pairing them with social studies majors 
who had plans to teach overseas. The question is, Why not de- 
sign similar partnership programs at the high school level? If ESL 
partnerships are established with students in a required English 
class, a larger number of students could be reached. 

The empowering impact of challenging prejudiced thinking 
and behavior through collaborative learning is supported by stud- 
ies at secondary and college levels (see Pate, 1989). Student-cen- 
tered collaborative inquiry and conversations through multiple 
sign systems across the curriculum have been witnessed as pow- 
erful means for effective literacy development and learning at 
presecondary levels (Harste, 1994). 

This chapter strongly recommends continuing the reflective 
dialogue and inquiry across secondary language classes based on 
this study and other studies cited in this chapter. In this chapter, 
I propose to address the perceptions of Middle Eastern cultures 
that emerged during this study as a result of the reporting of the 
Persian Gulf War. In the following sections, such cultural percep- 
tions will be related to efforts to broaden both national and other 
international perceptions based on four major themes that 
emerged from this study: breaking the communication barriers; 
sensitivity to stereotypes brought on by international conflicts 
and war; international women’s images; and adolescent life. 

The following activities are based on a multicultural global 
curricular approach to English-ESL curricula (see Figure 14.1), 
which is theoretically grounded in my 1993 study at Worldville 
High School. The globally empowering cycle in Figure 14.1 is a 
reflection of the actual cognitive-affective processes students en- 
gaged in in their attempts to understand world cultures and uni- 
versal human issues from multiple perspectives. By using guiding 
questions as well as definitions of universal interculturalism and 
universal ethical-humanism (see Figure 14.2) to generate inquiry 
themes in order to enhance multicultural global understanding, 
students in global partnership communities should then be en- 
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Figure 14.1, A multicultural global approach to English-ESL curricula. 



gaged in “reflective dialogue,” i.e., conversations with multiple 
human and nonhuman resources (see Appendix 14.1 at the end 
of this chapter) reflecting diverse perspectives within and across 
world cultures. Such conversations allowed students in this study 
to reflect on the nature, sources, and consequences of their previ- 
ous perceptions. Reflective dialogue can be triggered through 
collaborative learning, which involves cognitive-affective processes 
including “personified experimentation” (with unfamiliar human 
experiences) for creating “empathy,” “reflection,” and “critical 
inquiry” (questioning and reasoning about human issues from 
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diverse perspectives rather than accepting the dominant perspec- 
tive at face value). 

Looking through the Global Lens Using 
Whole Language-Based Partnerships 

In this chapter, although I focus on explaining partnership activi- 
ties suited for separate ESL and English classes, modifications 
can be made to apply similar partnerships in English courses taken 
by both U.S. and international students (ESL or fluent English- 
speaking). Initiating partnerships using videos can be a powerful 
means for challenging students to engage in inquiries about their 
perceptions of local, national, and international diversity. Because 
so many youngsters today are mass media-oriented,^ teachers, as 
collaborative classroom inquirers, can use multicultural videos 
to explore their own students’ perceptions of the world. Such 
teacher-initiated inquiry is a means of contextualizing global in- 
quiries^ according to the needs and background experiences of 
inquirers in different cultural contexts (classroom, school, local 
community, nation). 

Let’s consider an ESL class and a required English class that 
needs a global dimen:::on. On the first day, students in both classes 
are invited to write in their dated (and anonymous) journals their 
perceptions of aspects of U.S. culture and those of international 
cultures that they view as different. This may be done through 
freewriting or by responding to a set of questions. Certain ques- 
tions may help the classes explore whether students have positive 
or negative attitudes toward different cultures and what experi- 
ences shaped those perceptions. Identifying sources of student 
perceptions will form the potential basis for challenging students’ 
stereotypes by opening avenues for self-reflection and further 
inquiries from other sources. Having students write responses to 
journal questions such as the following are helpful:^ 

Identifying cultures perceived as different 

♦ Which ethnic U.S. and international cultures do you view 
as different from mainstream U.S. culture? How are they 
different? 
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Guiding Questions 

Invitation to construct a multicultural global exploration activity based 
on the multicultural global curricular approach represented in Figure 
14.1. 

1. Selected theme. 

2. Purpose. 

3. Selected materials to support themes. 

4. Activities for ESL-English partnership communities. 

(a) Using the above theme and materials, how would you activate 
reflective dialogue among students and engage them in critical inquiry? 

(b) What other materials (human or nonhuman) and activities would 
you tie in to “personify” culturally distant human experiences? 

(c) How will you generate other connected themes? 



Core Components of Multicultural Global Understanding Based on 
. Cognitive- Affective Processes of Sixteen U.S. High School Seniors 
Engaged in Understanding Global Cultural Diversity: 

1. Universal Interculturalism: Inquiry for understanding, although not 
necessarily adopting, national and international cultural differences 
and for establishing similarities among humankind. 

2. Universal Ethical-Humanism: Consistent application of ethically fair 
criteria across national and international cultures in evaluating human 
issues, without regard for cultural differences. Ethically fair criteria 
include respect for the welfare and human dignity of any one culture 
without favoritist judgments about the welfare or unfair supremacy of 
one culture over others. Such criteria also include critical inquiry into 
human issues from multiple perspectives versus passive acceptance of a 
particular reasoning or action favoring a particular viewpoint. 

These two components can be used as major goals for guiding students 
to approximate “globalism” and as two major criteria for keeping 
track of students’ perceptions of diverse cultures and universal human 
issues. 



Figure 14.2. Guiding questions for inquiry to enhance multicultural 
global understanding. 
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Identifying initial cultural attitudes 

♦ What do you think and how do you feel about these 
different cultures? Why? 

Identifying sources of students’ initial cultural perceptions 

♦ What kinds of firsthand or indirect experiences have you 
had with these different cultures? 

♦ What were the sources (for example, courses, books, 
movies, news, parents, peers, etc.) of your indirect 
experiences? 

Encouraging potential self-reflection and action to challenge 
stereotypes about others and to personify (humanize) the cultur- 
ally different 

♦ Have you ever experienced a situation in which you felt 
different or were alienated by others? How did you feel? 
What did you think? Why? What action have you taken? 
Why? 

Encouraging potential inquiries 

♦ What kinds of questions do you have about these different 
cultures? 

After the journal writing activity, students in both classes 
watch a video such as Oprah Winfrey: After School Special This 
program reflects cultural diversity, racism, discrimination, cul- 
tural conflicts, and harmony in high schools across the United 
States, drawing on ethnically, racially, and internationally diverse 
teenagers’ points of view and experiences. Using historical and 
contemporary snapshots of real events, with political songs play- 
ing in the background, the video also captures issues of diversity 
and conflict from political, historical, economic, and social per- 
spectives. Snapshots of racism and its consequences such as pov- 
erty and violence in the inner-city slums, clips showing changes 
brought about by the civil rights movement, the Rodney King 
beatings that sparked the California riots, and the impact of in- 
ternational conflicts are included. This video, which also paints a 
picture of controversies at national and international levels, has 
the potential to help students link diversity and justice issues to 
their personal and social lives. 
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Comparing the journals and students’ written responses to 
the video can then be used to generate various themes for discus- 
sion, writing, drawing, and dramatizing, and for potential read- 
ings of multicultural literature. Inquiry themes might include views 
and stereotypes of U.S. culture, similar personal experiences stu- 
dents have had regarding cross-cultural friendships or conflicts, 
how such conflicts were resolved, the meaning of friendship in 
diverse world cultures, world peace, and world conflicts. The 
theme of U.S. diversity is extended to world diversity to explore 
in particular stereotypical perceptions and student-generated in- 
quiries about U.S. and world cultures. 

There are several ways of breaking the communication bar- 
riers between English-class and ESL students to help them en- 
gage in global inquiries and to challenge each others’ assumptions, 
English and ESL classes may be joined to watch the video to- 
gether. Students might freewrite their reactions to the video and 
discuss them in mixed groups of ESL and EnglishTclass students 
in order to generate diverse perspectives. 

Pre-freewriting inquiry questions may include 

♦ What is my reaction to issues in the video? 

♦ To which issues can I personally and socially relate or not 
relate? Why? 

Helping students develop empathy — to think and feel from 
the perspectives of different cultures — is another way to foster 
global inquiries and understandings. While watching the video, 
different groups of students may be assigned a teenager from a 
different ethnic, racial, or international background shown in 
the video in order to engage in the following inquiries and activi- 
ties: 



Pre-video inquiry questions for writing 

♦ If I were the Asian American (or the White American, 
African American, Mexican American, Native American, 
the international student from Taiwan), how would I feel, 
think, and react if I were discriminated against? 

♦ Have I ever personally experienced or witnessed a similar 
situation? 
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Each group can then share its written responses with the entire 
class through dramatizations in order to share their views, which 
may be initiated with introductions such as: 

♦ I am an African American teenager from the inner city. 

and may continue to be linked to personal and social levels such 
as: 

♦ I have never personally experienced racism or poverty but have 
witnessed it in my own (ethnic/international) community. 

or 

♦ I can relate to the African American teenager in the video be- 
cause I feel alienated at school since Fm not as rich as the other 
kids who dress up differently (or because I am stereotyped as a 
Middle Eastern person) 

After writing and whole-class sharing, students should be en- 
couraged to examine the similar patterns across culturally di- 
verse groups in order to show commonalities in human experience. 
Most important of all, unless students engage in postreflections, 
inquiries will not make much progress in revealing potential 
changes or types of critical consciousness raised about global 
cultures, issues, and individual lives. Therefore, after partnership 
activities, both English-class and ESL students should write 
postinquiry reflections in their journals after rereading their ini- 
tial journals entries. 

Postinquiry reflection questions might include 

♦ Now how do I feel and think about diverse cultures? Why? 

♦ In what ways can I relate to human issues experienced by 
different cultures? 

♦ What personal or social action will I take about diversity 
issues that influenced me the most? 

♦ What further conversations do I want to engage in with 
the ESL (or ethnically diverse U.S.) students? What are my 
major questions? 
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English and ESL classes can then be guided to read either the 
same multicultural global literature selections or different selec- 
tions on a common issue, meeting once a week for literature dis- 
cussion circles. In schools where resources are available, ongoing 
English-ESL partnerships may also be established through more 
sophisticated uses of technology, the simplest being communica- 
tions through electronic mail. Global educators such as Tucker 
(1990) and Anderson (1990) also suggest high school-university 
cooperation and exploration of the community’s international 
links. Issues of interest generated from interpersonal or commu- 
nity-level partnerships within or across national and international 
communities may guide selection of other appropriate resources. 

The powerful impact of diverse resources (such as graphic 
images in videos or in-depth experiences in literature) on stu- 
dents’ more in-depth global understandings was reflected in this 
study. For instance, reading African literature, some of which 
describes in detail what a life of imposed poverty meant for chil- 
dren and mothers economically, socially, and emotionally after 
their fathers and husbands were imprisoned in the struggle against 
apartheid, touched Obi’s (an African American student) life more 
powerfully than factual information in social studies courses or 
in the mass media. After being exposed to graphic images of the 
Holocaust in his European history course, Ray (a White Ameri- 
can student) became highly psychologically sensitized to “how 
cruel human beings can be.” In her American literature class, 
reading biographical accounts of injustices experienced by Na- 
tive Americans and their struggles with conflicting cultures, 
Michelle (a White American student), claimed she was able to 
question the stereotypical perceptions of Native Americans she 
had acquired from TV movies and was able to empathize with, 
the Native Americans who had suffered such injustices. 

The potential risks of imposing on students White or Euro- 
pean guilt, or of mystifying certain cultures and ethnocentric per- 
ceptions of human rights struggles, can be addressed in at least 
two ways without neglecting the experiences of oppressed cul- 
tures: (1) by engaging all U.S. and international students, no matter 
what their ethnic or social class background, in critical inquiries 
about injustices in their own lives, communities, and cultures, 
and (2) by reading about people of diverse ethnic and interna- 
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tional backgrounds who have fought for human rights. The in- 
adequacy of implementing multicultural theories that focus on 
oppressed ethnic cultures only within a nation is illustrated with 
Bob’s (a White American student) comments in our interview: 

SiBEL: Bob, why did you choose to explore Nelson Mandela 
for your anthropology group project on discrimination 
but not Martin Luther King? 

Bob: Well, first I was gonna do Martin Luther King, but then 

my friend [from Africa] said, “Let’s do Nelson 
Mandela.” And I thought we always learn about 
Martin Luther King anyway and we never get to study 
other cultures, so I agreed. 

SiBEL: What did you learn from this project? 

Bob: Before, I used to think that people fought for human 

rights only in our country but not in other places of the 
world. 

My study found that establishing partnerships around texts 
such as ethnic American and international adolescent literature 
is important for at least the following major reasons: 

♦ Reading adolescent literature, biographies in particular, facili- 
tates establishing personal connections with culturally distant 
others. Sharing something in common such as being from the 
same age group helps humanize experiences of culturally differ- 
ent people while providing new perspectives on life. 

♦ Literature can provide deeper insights and understandings and 
lead to further inquiries into global understanding compared to 
reliance on only one major source or on superficial experiences 
(such as television news, movies, commercials; simply being in 
diverse social contexts; cultural images received as a result of 
international governmental conflicts; or factual knowledge in 
history textbooks). 

Engaging in literacy through literature in order to understand 
the world and to create democratic communities is essential for 
the empowerment of tomorrow’s citizens since we live in highly 
literate societies. Literature may provide opportunities for lan- 
guage enrichment and the development needed for effective po- 
litical, social, and economic participation in our communities. 
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One way to invite exploration into world cultures and hu- 
man issues is through reading a variety of short pieces of global 
literature, which includes ethnic American and international lit- 
erature. According to my study, such published literature can be 
used as the medium for generating cross-cultural experiences that 
international and U.S. students can then write about. Both pro- 
fessional and student writings can then be used as a means for 
inviting global understanding when shared between ESL and 
English classes. Such sharing should incorporate other whole lan- 
guage activities including communication through discussions, 
exchange of journals, dramatizations (based on readings of stu- 
dents’ journals or published literature), acting out plays (based 
on scriptwriting using students’ journals or published literature), 
and inviting to the classroom culturally diverse American and 
international people from the community and from the student 
associations of local universities. 

Literature, as the transaction between reader and text, al- 
lows exploration of the human experience (Rosenblatt, 1976, 
1991; Bennett, 1990; O’Connor, 1980; Reardon, 1988). Using 
ethnic American or immigrant literature in connection with read- 
ing response theory and creative writing in English classes has 
created empathy and understanding of U.S. ethnic cultures 
(Walker-Dalhouse, 1992; Reissman, 1994; Roseboro, 1994). 
Mullen and Olsen (1990) report how a creative writing class, of 
mixed age and ability ESL and native-English-speaking students, 
helped build a sense of global community across racial and cul- 
tural borderlines. Judith Oster (1989), using American literature 
with her ESL students, found that having students read, write, 
and discuss an experience from diverse cultural viewpoints fos- 
tered critical thinking. Oster’s ESL students, who read and dis- 
cussed American literature, became aware that our experiences 
and cultures act as lenses through which we read. Freeman and 
Freeman (1989) showed that culturally relevant readings acti- 
vated ESL students’ schema to write personal experiences and to 
improve their language skills. I suggest using culturally familiar 
and unfamiliar international literature with ESL (Robson, 1989) 
and U.S. students (1) to foster critical thinking from multiple 
cultural perspectives on human issues, (2) to explore variations 
in viewpoints within specific cultures, and (3) to provide both 
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ESL and fluent English-speaking students enriching language 
experiences through the different writing styles of culturally di- 
verse authors. 

Two major collections of short literary pieces that can be 
used as core collections in both ESL and English classes are: 

1. At the Door: Selected Literature for ESL Students by McKay 

and Pettit (1984) 

2. New Kids on the Block: Oral Histories of Immigrant Kids by 

Bode (1989) 

Because the first collection, At the Door, contains original 
excerpts from literature written by well-known ethnic American 
authors, it can be used not only in ESL but also in literature 
classes. The major reason for using New Kids on the Block along 
with the first collection is to build a bridge from understanding 
the multicultural Lf.S. society to understanding other world cul- 
tures using the experiences of adolescents. Other short or longer 
international literary pieces can be used in conjunction with these 
two core collections. 

Breaking the Communication Barriers 

An appropriate short literary piece for exploring cultural com- 
munication barriers is “A Song for the Barbarian Reed Ripe,” an 
excerpt from Maxine Hong Kingston’s Woman Warrior reprinted 
in McKay and Pettit (1984, pp. 84-87). Here, Kingston focuses 
on her own childhood experiences as a Chinese American adjust- 
ing to a school in a foreign culture. Kingston describes how pain- 
ful it was for her to speak out in school and how she could relate 
only to one ethnic group of students, the Black Americans, who 
treated her as if she “was a daring talker, too” (McKay & Pettit, 
1984, pp. 85). 

New students from Malaysia, Russia, Taiwan, and Iraq who 
reported similar adjustment problems at Worldville High School, 
as well as students in similar national and international school 
contexts, should relate well to Kingston’s narrative. Sadia from 
Malaysia explains her culture-bound silence: 
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One thing I admire about the American students is they just feel 
very free in the classrooms, to speak out and say their opinions. 

I w^ish I could do that too but I still couldn’t get used to speaking 
out in classes. See, in our culture, in our schools the teacher talks 
most of the time and the students, especially the girls, are sup- 
posed to be quiet. I think it will take me some time to get used to 
that [the freedom to speak]. 

Such culture-bound barriers to expressing opinions in class 
can be challenged by ESL teachers through real-life stories shared 
by ethnic authors and students. International students also re- 
ported alienation and perpetuation of their silence by some con- 
tent area teachers who assumed that the students’ silence derived 
only from language barriers rather than from culture-bound shy- 
ness.^ According to those content area teachers, not calling on a 
student who lacks English-language skills helps these students 
avoid embarrassment. Therefore, it is important for ESL and 
English teachers to create partnership opportunities through lit- 
erature in order to prepare silent students to share their voices 
across content areas. 

Another communication barrier at Worldville was the lack 
of communication between some U.S. and international students. 
Kingston’s writing can be used to generate and explore the inter- 
actions between U.S. and international students in this school. 
While such sharing would alleviate international students’ alien- 
ation, it would also help both groups of students learn more about 
each other’s diverse experiences and views. Alev, a student from 
the former Yugoslav republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina, reports 
her strong reaction when rejected by some U.S. students: 

Most American students accepted me but some of them do not 
accept you because they think you are from outer space. It 
takes some time for them to see that you’re just a normal per- 
son as if they didn’t come from other countries. Their grand- 
mothers came from all different countries. They are foreigners 
themselves too. 

Some Malaysian students mentioned how difficult it was to 
break through communication barriers with some U.S. students. 
Ali reports his feelings: 
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Some of the American students just ignore us. I dunno why they 
do that but I feel like a subject, hurt, I feel very angry. Because we 
are trying to make friends with them but they don’t want. We say 
hi, they just pass by. 

Those U.S. and international students who were able to break 
through the communication barriers discussed how their initial 
stereotypes about each others’ cultures were challenged. Amy, 
another Malaysian student, reports: 

Before I came to the United States I watched American movies of 
the 1960s and I just thought that all the Americans were wild 
and liked to party, drink, and had no ethics and did not believe in 
religion. But one day I met this American girl in the cafeteria and 
one day in my church. She was so nice. And then this guy told me 
he never liked to drink and party. So there goes my general bias 
about Americans! 

Stella, a U.S. student with extensive overseas experiences in west- 
ern and some eastern European countries, reports: “Before meet- 
ing my Lebanese friend, I just assumed that all the Middle 
Easterners were loud and aggressive. But he is very different and 
polite.” 

Breaking the cross-cultural barriers and initiating conversa- 
tions with international students did help both U.S. and interna- 
tional students in this study to question their stereotypes about 
each other. Sharing experiences such as the ones these students 
describe in both ESL and literature classes can generate interest 
in global communication. 

Sometimes a cultural mediator might be necessary to help 
students realize the international diversity within their reach, as 
illustrated by Sue, a U.S. student: 



Until our sociology teacher asked her a question about the foods 
in their country, I didn’t know that this girl was not American 
but South American. After class I went to her and said, “I didn’t 
know you were from South America. I’d like to borrow your 
recipe.” She was so excited she said I’ll bring you the recipe but 
my mom can cook it for you one day. She seemed so American- 
ized I’ve never before realized that she appreciated her own cul- 
ture that much. But then I try to talk to this Russian girl. I say hi. 




- 290 - 



Inviting Reflective Global Inquiries 



how are you to her in Russian and she just says hi in English. 
That’s all. She seems so shy. I dunno why. She doesn’t talk in 
class either. 



Other Literary Works and Suggested Activities 

Other literary works that deal with adjusting to a new culture, 
living in between two cultures, cultural change, communication 
barriers, and relationships include the following: 



Literary Work 


Source 


From “Medicine Man’s Daughter,” 
an American Indian experience 


In McKay & Pettit (1984), 
At the Door: Selected 
Literature for ESL Students 


To Live in Two Worlds: American 
Indian Youth Today 


Ashabranner (1984) 


The Unbelonging, a Jamaican 
British experience 


Riley (1985) 


No Tigers in Africa, a White South 
African experience in England 


Silver (1992) 


Shades of Gray, an African 
American experience 


Reeder (1989) 


Between Worlds: Contemporary 
Asian-American Plays 


Berson (1990) 


Emilio (Filipino), “Tito” (Mexican), 
and “Abdul” (Afghan) 


In Bode (1989), New Kids on 
the Block: Oral Histories of 
Immigrant Teens, U.S. 
immigrant experiences of 
international teenagers 



When sharing student-written experiences and published lit- 
erature between ESL and English classes, students can be asked 
to dramatize these incidents as if the events had happened to 
them, so that they can understand what it means to be in another 
culture. As another assignment, a U.S. student can be assigned 
an ESL partner, and vice versa, and one shadow the other for one 
day in an effort to understand what it feels like to be in the other’s 
shoes. 
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Sensitivity to Stereotypes Created by International 
Conflicts and Understanding the Experience of War 

International conflicts can create opportunities to explore both 
cultural stereotypes shaped by political propaganda in the media 
and the experience of war and other human conflicts from vari- 
ous perspectives. At Worldville High School, the Persian Gulf 
War exacerbated mutual stereotyping and prejudice by some U.S. 
and international students, as illustrated by Maryam, an Iraqi 
student: 

Some American students don’t understand that it’s just ten people 
in the government, and the innocent people can’t do anything 
about it. During the Persian Gulf War, some would approach me 
and ask, “Where are you from?” I say, “Iraq.” And they’d go, 
“From Iraq? Why are you killing our people?” I’d just say, “I’m 
not Saddam Hussein, you know, and I’m not the one killing your 
people, it’s the governments.” I wouldn’t feel upset because I didn’t 
expect the Americans to like the Arabs. The whole world knows 
that! 

Other international students, U.S. students, and a teacher 
reported similar attitudes and incidents. According to Obi, an 
African American student, “Some American students just called 
the Malaysian students all kinds of names like ‘the Malaysian 
invasion’ or the ‘Middle Eastern invasion’ as if they were respon- 
sible for the war, and they are not even from the Middle East.” In 
contrast, Steve, a White American student, admits, “Before talk- 
ing to Leila, from Saudi Arabia, I guess at first in my ignorance I 
just felt mad at the Iraqi people too, seeing governments and all 
Iraqi people the same.” Stella, White American student who has 
international friends, reports her transcultural concerns for people 
involved in wars: 

I have Jewish friends, a Lebanese friend, and other friends from 
the Middle East. . . . Especially during the Persian War conflict 
they’d talk about how worried they were because they have rela- 
tives there. Talking to them makes me feel worried about those 
people. Whereas, for some of my friends war is just a national 
victory. 
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Insiders perspectives on conflicts include international stu- 
dents’ experiences and fears. David, a Jewish student from Israel, 
reports: “I really felt scared and insecure when I was living in 
Israel. I was always worried that I might get killed when I went 
out, but here I feel safer.” Some worries that did not circulate 
openly among the students included the fear shared with me by 
Alev, a Bosnian girl, about a possible war between the former 
republics of Yugoslavia: 

In Yugoslavia a civil war is about to start, but CNN is not show- 
ing anything about our country for days. We are so worried about 
our family. My grandmother called us and told us that war might 
come. My parents will go back to Yugoslavia soon and they will 
leave me here. They will take me to stay with their friends in 
Michigan so I can go to the university because they think if I go 
back and there is war I might not have a future. 

From these comments, we see that international conflicts did 
not necessarily have to directly affect all our students in order to 
create conflicts in the hallways and classrooms of Worldville High 
School. Stella, Obi, and Steve had no relatives fighting in another 
country to worry about, whereas Maryam, David, and Alev did. 
Yet, while Obi critically viewed the war from an international 
perspective and condemned war-related discrimination against 
Malaysian and Middle Eastern students in their school, Steve 
needed an encounter with another’s perspective, which differed 
from his own, in order to question his formerly biased perspec- 
tive. Case studies of Obi (a middle-class African American stu- 
dent) and Stella (a middle-class White American student), reveal 
how, from childhood years until teenage years, they watched and 
later engaged in political conversations within their families about 
international conflicts from different international perspectives. 

Michelle (a middle-class White American student) never ques- 
tioned global conflicts such as the Vietnam or the Persian Gulf 
Wars from anything but the U.S. perspective. During our inter- 
view, however, tears filled Michelle’s eyes while talking about the 
letters her mother received from an American soldier to whom 
she wrote as an adopted son during the war “because she thought 
last time we [the Americans] didn’t treat fairly the soldiers re- 
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turning from the Vietnam War.” And students such as Obi criti- 
cized other students who thought about conflicts only from one 
national perspective: “Some students cheered for our soldiers 
during the Persian Gulf War as if it was a football game. . . . They 
go by whatever our government says on television, but they never 
talk about the lives of Iraqi babies and children who were killed.” 

Suggested Activities and Literature 

How can we discuss conflict-related experiences and challenge 
the associated ethnic stereotypes? Such experiences can be gener- 
ated by using contemporary and past newspaper photos and ar- 
ticles or paintings of war experiences alongside Von’s experience 
of the Vietnam War, Francia’s experience of the conflict in El 
Salvador, and Abdul’s experiences in Afghanistan in New Kids 
on the Block. In other words, students’ experiences, mass media, 
literature, and insights from international events can be consid- 
ered together in order to foster understanding and disrupt as- 
sumptions about other world cultures. Following is a list of more 
literature sources that can be explored from a range of perspec- 
tives: 



Literary Work 


Source 


“Baghdad Diary” 

“Notes from Abroad: What 
Used to Be Yugoslavia” 


In Bufford (1992) 


Anton the Dove Fancier: And 
Other Tales of the Holocaust 


Gotfryd (1990) 


Farewell Manzanar 


Houston (1973) 


Don't Cry, Chiisai, Don't Cry 


Uyesugi (1977) 


Voices from the Civil War 


Meltzer (1989) 


Echoes of the White Giraffe 


Choi (1993) 



The Holocaust, the Yugoslav war, and the “Baghdad Diary,” 
which reports experiences and reactions to the Persian Gulf War, 
can all be part of a discussion of internal national conflicts. Fare^ 
well Manzanar and Dont Cry Chiisai, Don't Cry narrate the 
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Japanese American internment during World War II, and Echoes 
of the White Giraffe focuses on the brutal treatment by the Japa- 
nese of Koreans during World War II. Including excerpts from 
Voices from the Civil War^ which also contains real war letters, 
would bring the war experience to a personal level for the U.S. 
students. By introducing universal human issues such as war or 
racism in a global context, we can avoid. victimizing or romanti- 
cizing specific cultures, as suggested by Stotsky (1994), but also 
avoid overgeneralizing human rights violators within specific 
cultures. 

Through whole language activities, students’ life experiences 
should also be shared between classes. People from the commu- 
nity such as war veterans, parents, and ethnic and international 
students from local university student associations can also be 
invited into classes. Then a play can be staged for the school by 
ESL and English students on war experiences from multiple per- 
spectives. In such a play, to foster critical thinking and feeling 
from diverse perspectives, U.S. students simulate the role of in- 
ternational characters while the international students play U.S. 
characters. The purpose is to experience, reflect on, and inquire 
about the reasons and consequences of such a major human event. 
Such inquiries can then be carried over to courses in other disci- 
plines for further reflective dialogue. 

From International Women’s Images and 
Roles to Adolescent Life in the United 
States and around the World 

In exploring global diversity, it is crucial to invite the students in 
the ESL class to discuss and write brief personal essays or inci- 
dents on international women’s images. Maryam, an Iraqi stu- 
dent who had recently arrived at Worldville High School, 
produced the following: 

When my American classmates saw my mom one day when she 

came to pick me up at school, and they saw that she was free and 

she didn’t cover her hair, they were like, “Does she do that? Is 

that your mom! ?” I was like, “Of course, she’s my mom. Why?” 



295 




SIBEL BORAN 



They were so shocked. They said, “Well, how come she doesn’t 
cover herself up?” “Well,” I said, “being a Muslim doesn’t mean 
you have to cover yourself up.” Although my parents don’t, at 
least I personally pray and fast, but I just don’t believe in cover- 
ing up. 

Alev, a Bosnian student, reacting to U.S, students’ lack of 
knowledge about diversity among Muslims, who were often ste- 
reotyped as all alike, reported an experience similar to Maryam’s: 

When I say I’m a Muslim, my American friends are like “Hah?” 
They just think that to be a Muslim you have to be covered up 
and be an Arab or a Malaysian, or frorn the Middle East. And a 
few of my Muslim friends, the ones who are strongly religious or 
who cover up, are that way too. They go, “If you don’t at least 
fast, pray, or if you eat pork, how can you be a Muslim?” But I 
personally don’t practice religion; my grandmother didn’t, my 
mother didn’t, and I don’t. 

Although some of the stereotypes that Maryam’s friends held 
about Muslim or Middle Eastern women may have been chal- 
lenged by meeting her mother, almost all U.S, students in this 
study were not aware of the diversity among Muslim women. 
My conversations with both male and female U.S. students often 
provoked similar surprised reactions, as illustrated during my 
second interview with Jane: 

SiBEL: Last time you said that Muslims gotta change and 

become Westernized because they were backward, 

. uneducated, and women wear long garments. And you 
also said you can tell Muslims by the way they dress. Is 
that right? 

Jane: Yes. . . . 

SiBEL: What about your Afghan friend who is a Muslim and 

who has been your best friend since elementary school? 

Jane: Well, she must have changed, Americanized. 

SiBEL: Then what about all those Muslim students at school — 

Malaysian, Yugoslav, Iraqi — ^who don’t wear long 
garments or cover their heads or who don’t believe in 
religion at all? 

Jane: Oh! Are they Muslims?! 
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In contrast to such cultural generalizations rooted in reli- 
gion-based gender stereotyping, students such as Tom and Anne, 
who were more knowledgeable about diversity within European 
cultures than Middle Eastern cultures, avoided gender stereotyp- 
ing of European cultures. Anne commented, “I know it was just 
this German girl whom I hosted here and not other Germans I 
know. I told this girl that I might be interested in becoming a 
forest ranger, and this girl was like, ‘Women don’t do such jobs.’ 
That really offended me.” Similarly, Tom reported: “Not all the 
Russians were that way, but this Russian man and his son my 
friends hosted didn’t respect the things women did like going 
shopping or driving when there was a man in the car.” 

Anne and Tom not only individualized the diversity within 
European cultures, but they also provided lengthy explanations 
such as, “This German girl is different because she grew up on a 
farm where women are not even supposed to feed the chickens 
but only wash the dishes,” or “I know why these Russian men 
were different from the others . . . ’cause the father worked for 
the government and he thought he controlled everything.” In 
contrast, students’ perceptions of non-European cultures did not 
often provide hints of any natural curiosity about the possibility 
of diversity within those cultures. 

In order to broaden students’ perceptions of international 
women, especially non-European women, written and anonymous 
personal narratives such as the ones provided here can be distrib- 
uted in an English literature class. In pre- or postreading discus- 
sion activities, the literature students should be guided to compare 
and contrast their initial perceptions of international women with 
their perceptions after reading the narratives. Exploration of U.S. 
women’s diversity, including intergenerational differences, would 
provide opportunities for discovering similarities and diversity 
among the world’s women. Reading Nadine Gordimer’s “A Chip 
of Glass Ruby” in Six Feet of the Country (1982) provides a 
snapshot of a poor and traditionally perceived Muslim Indian 
woman’s secret participation in the Black movement for social 
justice in South Africa. Her sacrifices and the sufferings experi- 
enced by her husband and children after her imprisonment pro- 
vides a counterexample for those U.S. students who believe 
Muslims, in particular Muslim women, do not fight for their 
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rights. Such literature in the classroom, including Women in the 
Third World (Fisher, 1989), or a current newspaper article such 
as one by the Associated Press in a local newspaper reporting on 
a visit by two women prime ministers (Benazir Bhutto of Paki- 
stan and Tansu (filler of Turkey) to Bosnia to protest the war 
there, may challenge students’ stereotyped generalization that non- 
West European women do not struggle to make changes in their 
societies. Black American women in Walking the Road to Free- 
dom (Ferris, 1988), Mexican American women in Woman 
Hollering Creek by Mexican American Sandra Cisneros (1991), 
and the Japanese woman Kuniko in The Paper Door and Other 
Stories (Naoya, 1987), are good examples of non-White women 
who fight for justice. 

This theme of international women’s images and roles can 
then be tied into another theme of great interest to adolescents 
(at least those in this study): male and female teenagers’ cultural 
roles, values, and professional goals. Inviting a group of U.S. and 
ESL students to make oral presentations in each other’s classes is 
one approach. Follow-up discussion and writing activities focus- 
ing on cross-cultural similarities, differences, and cross-cultural 
adjustment issues will culturally enrich not only ESL students’ 
understanding of the diversity in U.S. society, but also all stu- 
dents’ understanding of the world’s diversity. Foreign exchange 
students in language classes can also be included in ESL and En- 
glish classes. One result in the Worldville High School French 
class was that students discovered similarities, as illustrated by 
Michelle: “Talking to French exchange students in our French 
class, I learned that we are basically similar as teenagers. They 
talked about the kinds of things they do at school, after school, 
and for fun.” And Ray, having studied adolescence in New Guinea 
culture in his anthropology class, learned that he 

can’t generalize the adolescence turbulence we experience in the 
American culture to other cultures. Before studying the New 
Guinea culture, I had just assumed that experiencing adolescent 
upset was just a biological and not a cultural thing and that it 
was the same in all the cultures. 

Introduction to adolescent life in diverse cultures of the world 
and in the United States can also be integrated into ESL and lit- 
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erature classes through reading brief oral histories told by immi- 
grant teens in the United States in New Kids on the Block, The 
oral histories by Debbie (Chinese), Emilio (Filipino), Abdul (Af- 
ghan), Anna (Greek), and Martha (Dominican) include adoles- 
cent issues such as the expected cultural values and behaviors for 
males and females, dating, marriage, value of school, work, fu- 
ture professional dreams, and parent-teenager conflicts. 

Teachers, however, should be careful not to perpetuate ste- 
reotypes; therefore, they need to emphasize that each oral his- 
tory represents only a specific experience and a specific perspective 
from that specific world culture. For instance, by comparing 
Abdul’s traditional views about Muslim women in New Kids on 
the Block with Maryam’s views expressed in her interview, stu- 
dents can learn to be skeptical about stereotyping, to question 
generalizations, and to keep an open mind to the possibility of 
diversity within cultures. For instance, Anna’s views on the Greek 
culture may not be generalized to her entire country since she 
describes. traditional women’s and men’s roles as experienced in 
her village, not in cities. 

Why We Can^t Rely on Natural Curiosity 
Alone in Global Inquiry 

An important lesson we can learn from the experiences related 
here is that these teenagers do not have a natural curiosity for 
inquiries about diversity within stereotyped cultures unless con- 
fronted by a contradicting experience that challenges their ste- 
reotypes, as in Holly’s case: 

Just like many other people, I thought all the Middle Easterners, 
except of course the people from Israel, were backward, but then 
when I chose to study Egypt as my anthropology project — to 
understand the backgrounds of the cultures involved in the Per- 
sian Gulf War — I found out that women in Egypt are different 
and can be similar to us. . . . There are women lawyers, doctors. 

But not every student had an opportunity like Holly’s to in- 
quire about their stereotyped perceptions of other cultures. The 
following were some of the reasons: 
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♦ A globally oriented social studies course such as anthropology 
was an elective course not taken by all students. 

♦ Required courses such as U.S. history and English lacked a glo- 
bal perspective. 

♦ The elective world literature course, in which some students en- 
rolled out of curiosity about world cultures, emphasized Euro- 
pean literature. 

♦ Some students lacked firsthand or indirect experiences with non- 
European cultures. 

The findings show that students do not naturally become aware 
of their stereotypical beliefs unless challenged, and this is one 
reason we cannot rely on natural curiosity in global inquiry. 

To illustrate the point that students’ natural curiosities or 
ethnicities cannot always be taken for granted in global inquiry, 
I share a glimpse of David’s case study, which is an interesting 
contrast to Holly’s. David, like Holly, has ethnically different 
parents. While both their fathers are White southerners of west 
European background, David’s mother is Hawaian of Asian ori- 
gin and Holly’s mother is of European Jewish origin. Due to his 
father’s military service, David spent part of his childhood in 
Hawaii, where he says his “school curriculum was just the same 
[U.S. and European-centered] as on the mainland.” Holly has 
never traveled overseas but heard lots of European travel experi- 
ences from her mother, who reminded Holly that “people are 
similar everywhere.” Neither Holly nor David looks White Ameri- 
can, but both are good-looking kids. Holly is a confident girl, 
but David cynically claims, “They just think I am a little Asian” 
as the reason for the international students’ “feeling safe” in shar- 
ing with him a political perspective contradicting that of the U.S. 
or British governments. David is a friend of Holly’s but does not 
blame her for any political differences as he does his non-Euro- 
pean peers. 

David, very proud of his White heritage, views U.S. and Eu- 
ropean cultures as “the most elegant cultures” in the world and 
others as backward except for the ones he is connected to by 
blood ties. These include Native American through his father’s 
side and East Asian through his mother’s Asian Hawaiian heri- 
tage. Holly talked critically about some White southerners’ 
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stereotypes and racism against non-White cultures, which she 
also had “seen among some of [her] father’s older relatives.” While 
Holly condemned racism and discrimination, David showed signs 
of selective discrimination, especially against people he catego- 
rized as “Muslims,” explaining: “All Pakis, Indians, Afghanis in 
California, they smell bad. Like, I have this friend who is from 
Pakistan, ughhh he smells bad. ... I think it’s because of their 
religious rituals; they don’t bathe but wash only parts of their 
bodies.” 

During our second conversation, David felt challenged to 
question his stereotyped reasoning about the Persian Gulf War — 
not naturally, but when given the opportunity for self-reflection. 
Another important point is that David’s cultural stereotypes of 
ethnic Muslims in the United States tend to influence his political 
viewpoint of global conflicts and justice issues related to Mus- 
lims in international contexts, demonstrating how cultural ste- 
reotypes may influence judgments of political conflicts. Both 
points are illustrated in the following exchange: 

David: This Pakistani guy, he is just against the war because I 

think he supports Saddam because he is a Muslim and I 
think he hates all the White people 

SiBEL: Why do you think he hates the White people? 

David: . . . Like, he talks about how the British invaded his 

country and he doesn’t like that and that he would have 
fought against them. ... 

SiBEL: What is your viewpoint about the war? 

David: I am for the war because I am a Christian and that’s 

why I support Israel not the Arabs. 

After some opportunity for reflection, David diverges: 

SiBEL: David, you told me that you support the war because 

you are a Christian and that’s why you support Israel; 
can you share with me what you know about the con- 
flict between Israelis and Arabs? 

David: ... I don’t really know anything. . . . We never studied 

that conflict. . . . 

SiBEL: How would you have felt if they said they didn’t sup- 

port you because you were a Christian? 
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David: Mad! Real mad. . . . Sorry, guess it’s all . . . just my 

ignorance. . . . Did I really say that?! 

What David’s interviews show, as do case studies of other 
students, is that given the opportunity for reflection, students are 
often challenged to inquire about their perceptions and assump- 
tions. Therefore, this should not be taken as a negative illustra- 
tion but as a potential opportunity for global inquiry. 

Given opportunities to pursue his personal choices and natu- 
ral curiosities about people for projects in anthropology or art 
history projects, David had chosen to indulge his appreciation 
for the cultures he already admired, i.e., European and Native 
American cultures. Those were the cultures he did not stereotype 
at all. Like all students not exposed to global issues and diversity 
in required courses, David was not given the opportunity to chal- 
lenge his international cultural stereotypes. Yet, guaranteed the 
anonymity and safe environment of this research, David voiced 
his prejudices. David’s case is highlighted to show that we can 
neither completely count on students’ natural inquiries nor as- 
sume that all students can rely on their families, peers, or other 
sources to compensate for the missing global components in the 
school curriculum. Such missing global components will not chal- 
lenge cross-cultural communication barriers, as in the case of 
David, who distanced himself from people and peers he stereo- 
typed, unless we create risk-taking, reflective environments. 

International students were concerned about some of the 
communication barriers that result from not exploring cultural 
backgrounds. Sheila, a Taiwanese student, noted: “The Ameri- 
can students, they just ask, ‘Where’re you from?’ I say my 
country’s name and they don’t know where it is and then I ex- 
plain. But they stop there; they just don’t ask many questions 
about our cultures.” Among the reasons reported by those U.S. 
students who had difficulties approaching international students 
were fear of offending, language barriers, lack of time at school 
to make new friends, and prejudice toward those students who 
did not look Americanized. Anne, a U.S. student, explained: “If I 
ask too many questions about their culture because I don’t know 
how they’ll react, I feel like I might offend them.” 
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Conclusion 

Multicultural education has taken up the responsibility for help- 
ing students explore ethnic diversity and justice issues at the na- 
tional level. It is my position that, as literacy educators, we have 
a responsibility to prepare our future citizens to be inquirers about 
the political roots and consequences of their positions on diver- 
sity issues at the international level as well. Without national and 
international inquiries about the human experience, it would be 
hard for students to imagine the power they have to influence 
global issues as today’s and tomorrow’s literate citizens. 

Today’s world includes not only increased international com- 
munications but also increasingly heightened ethnic conflicts. It 
is hardly possible to paint a sanitized picture of cultural harmony 
and social justice in our local communities and nations. Similar 
problems are reflected in our classrooms and schools, which con- 
tinue to be enriched through the increased influx of immigrants, 
mostly from non-European countries. Immigrant or not, all our 
students learn to communicate through English as their first or 
second language. They all become literate in English, the domi- 
nant international language, and literature can make global is- 
sues which, as reflected in the mass media, seem depressing, 
dehumanizing, and overwhelming more understandable and rel- 
evant to our students. 

Global English literature can help students gain personal and 
psychological insights about social, political, and economic ques- 
tions from other cultural perspectives, not only within our own 
nation but also across many others that seem culturally distant 
or irrelevant. How our students position themselves politically 
on world issues tends also to be influenced by how far they dis- 
tance themselves from other world cultures based on superficial 
knowledge. As literacy educators, using literature and other re- 
sources, we can act as mediators to personify, problematize, and 
politicize our students’ perceptions of global cultures and issues 
to help them engage in responsible inquiries and actions about 
their lives and about local, national, and global communities. 

In multiethnic classrooms, schools, and communities, we have 
the opportunity to establish cross-cultural partnerships in order 
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to break through communication barriers. Does that mean we 
cannot or should not engage our future citizens in global inquir- 
ies in culturally homogeneous contexts? If global literacy is viewed 
as social empowerment for human survival and welfare in our 
global village and multicultural nations, the answer is, “Yes, we 
should!” 

I would like to end this chapter with an excerpt from a jour- 
nal entry I kept about my former midwestern global neighbor- 
hood, where some of the high school students in this study also 
grew up, a place they called “the mini-United Nations”: 

And while I sat on my porch writing this chapter, every day I 
watched three-, four-, and five-year-old boys of highly educated 
parents play with genuine-looking guns and rifles, while inno- 
cent children all over the world die from war, hunger, or vio- 
lence. When I asked the little boys why they like to play with 
guns, they responded, “It’s only pre-t-e-e-nd.” And I had to ask 
myself, who makes the pretend real and who allows the real to 
be treated as if it’s pretend? While these middle-class boys of 
American and international backgrounds say they “pretend” to 
kill, I wonder who is the “pretend” victim? If their parents keep 
buying them Power Ranger toys; if their parents let them watch 
violence on television; if the day after the Oklahoma bombing, 
while we all watched babies die, these boys dramatize a war scene 
in front of my porch as a birthday party game organized by a 
parent, who is the victim? Is violence culture free? Is violence 
gendered? Mothers of two of the boys I watched play with “pre- 
tend” guns are teachers, and most of the boys’ fathers are future 
university professors. Just like the female teachers I worked with 
in our neighborhood’s international preschool, I listened to these 
mothers complain of violence and conflicts among children. And 
again I had to ask if violence is gendered. Can we claim that 
violence is gendered if mothers and teachers, most of whom are 
women in many communities, tolerate “pretend” violence? What 
can we do as mothers, fathers, and teachers with the rich ethnic 
and international human resources of our communities and 
schools to encourage global citizenship? I no longer unquestion- 
ably embrace the following gendered declaration from the Pre- 
amble to the Constitution of UNESCO, which I had intentionally 
quoted in my dissertation to mean “men,” not “man” in the 
generic sense of the word “human”: “Since wars are created in 
the minds of man, it is in the minds of man that the defences of 
peace must be constructed” (O’Connor, 1980, p. 10). 
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Appendix 14.1 
Annotated Resources 



Literary Resources 

Mohr, Nicholasa. (1993). “The Wrong Lunch Line.” In Mazer, Anne 
(Ed.), America Street: A Multicultural Anthology of Stories. New 
York: Persea Books. 

A Spanish American girl is humiliated and prevented by a teacher 
from eating a special Jewish American lunch together at school with 
her closest Jewish American friend. The incident is incomprehen- 
sible to both. 

Namioka, Lensey. (1993). “The All-American Slurp.” In Mazer, Anne 
(Ed.), America Street: A Multicultural Anthology of Stories. New 
York: Persea Books. 

A Chinese American girl discovers that the way to eat celery in 
China is as mysterious to her friend Meg as the American way of 
drinking a milkshake is to her. 

Silver, Norman. (1992). No Tigers in Africa. New York: Faber. 

Selwyn, a White boy of South African heritage, is adjusting to a 
new life in England but losing his identity. Pursued by thoughts of 
having killed a Black boy back home, he can find no reassurance. 
His classmates taunt him for being a bigot, although he has always 
considered himself anti-apartheid. This novel offers insights into 
the debilitating effects of a young man’s South African upbringing 
on his perceptions of human relationships. He looks not just to 
society but also within himself for a moral solution to prejudice. 

Meltzer, Milton. (1989). Voices from the Civil War: A Documentary 
History of the Great American Conflict. New York: HarperTrophy. 

A documentary history of the Great American Conflict from the 
views of ordinary people. Northerners and Southerners, through 
their letters, diaries, interviews, ballads, and public speeches. In- 
cludes drawings and a few graphic photographs. Issues such as death, 
life, racism, and the Ku Klux Klan are vividly reported. 
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Reeder, Carolyn. (1989). Shades of Gray. New York: Macmillan. 

The Civil War is over but the Yankees are still enemies of a boy 
who lost his immediate family during the war. This story is about 
his reignited anger toward a traveling Yankee who comes to his 
uncle’s house and about how he comes to grips with it. The boy’s 
humanity finally prevails, helping him realize that good people may 
hold opposite views and that all people needlessly suffer during 
war. 



Schami, Rafik. (1990). A Hand Full of Stars. New York: Dutton 
Children’s Books. 

A Syrian boy’s discovered hidden diary recounts his daily adven- 
tures but also his frustrations with the government injustices he 
witnesses. He finds his political voice in a message of rebellion that 
echoes throughout Syria and as far away as western Europe. This is 
a symbolic novel of the difficult and committed actions taken by 
young people around the world. 



Videos/ Audiotapes 

The purpose of showing these audiovisuals in the classroom is to 
help U.S. and international students critically examine and dis- 
cuss conflict and solutions for peaceful communication. Audio- 
visual texts give voice and face to the people affected by global 
conflicts, allowing them to present the issues from a different 
perspective. Audiovisuals provide animated graphics that can en- 
hance reflective thinking about the consequences of cross-cul- 
tural conflict by stirring multiple senses, intelligences, and learning 
styles, especially when coupled with multicultural literature and 
other language arts activities. 



Witness to Apartheid. 

A look at how racism and police violence affect children. 50 min. 

Beyond War: A New Way of Thinking. 

Explores why war has become obsolete and ways for relating to 
other nations, cultures, and people through interviews. 22 min. 
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Guernica: Pablo Picasso. 

The horror and ugliness of war and inhumanity are passionately 
depicted in Picasso’s paintings. 15 min. 

Israel, The Other Reality: Jew & Arab 

Israel’s Arabs and Jews explain why hatred has prevailed between 
their peoples for thousands of years and why and how some find 
ways to get along. 58 min. 

Vietnamese and American Veterans. 

Two American veterans and two Vietnamese veterans discuss the 
Vietnam War from their perspectives. 30 min. 

Planting Seeds for Peace. 

Focuses on the relationships among four teenagers (Israeli, Arab, 
Jewish, and Palestinian) who come together in the United States to 
share their cultures, share their personal lives, break down stereo- 
types, and present their views to U.S. teens. 23 min. 

Caring. 

Focuses on the urban Chinese family. 50 min. 

Dim-Sum: A Little Bit of Heart. 

Intergenerational differences in a Chinese American family. 80 min. 
Miles from the Border. 

Twenty years after immigrating from rural Mexico to southern Cali- 
fornia, Manuela and Ben, who arrived in their teens and now work 
as counselors with other young newcomers, share their experiences 
of dislocation and pressures to succeed in an ethnically divided so- 
ciety. 15 min. 

Latin America, An Overview. 25 min. 

A Veiled Revolution. 

Explores the views of secular Egyptian feminist women who op- 
pose their fundamentalist granddaughters rejecting Western dress 
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and adopting the veil, which was cast off by revolutionary Egyp- 
tian women in 1932. 27 min. 

Angelou, Maya: Our Sheroes and Heroes. 

Discusses her first friendship with a White woman, her sense of 
religion, and the differences between Black and White women. Au- 
diocassette. 34 min. 

Bridging the Culture Gap. 

Some of the cultural differences Americans must be attuned to over- 
seas. 30 min. 



Notes 



1. This broader study, conducted during 1990-91 for my doctoral dis- 
sertation, coincided with the Persian Gulf War and the initial tensions 
of the ethnic conflict in former Yugoslavia. The impact of such global 
conflicts on students’ political positions and cross-cultural behaviors 
are also highlighted in this chapter. Data for this study were collected 
through classroom observations and intensive interviews with U.S. and 
international high school students, their teachers (English, social stud- 
ies, and foreign language), the principal, and some parents. The name 
“Worldville High School” is a pseudonym, as are all names of students 
quoted in this chapter. For further details about the major study, see 
Cakmak (Boran), 1993, in the references. 

2. As reported by the students in my study, most of their cultural stereo- 
types and perceptions of international conflicts were shaped by the mass 
media, particularly by movies and news on television, when they lacked 
challenging counterknowledge and perspectives from other sources such 
as the school, parents, peers, or firsthand or indirect cross-cultural con- 
tact. 

3. My study and other studies (see Buergenthal &C Torney, 1976) show 
that students’ perception of diverse cultures and international conflicts 
varies depending on the depth and politically challenging nature of their 
experiences, rather than on their race or ethnicity. 

4. In my 1995-99 research in Rio Grande Valley schools in south Texas, 
responses to these types of initial inquiry questions proved useful in 
generating reflective inquiries about global diversity and justice issues 
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both in students’ own lives and in other global communities with el- 
ementary and secondary students. 

5. For other related perspectives on culture-bound silence and teachers’ 
attitudes toward ethnic students, see Chapter 10 by Vivian Vasquez in 
this volume. 
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McKay, S., 6c Pettit, D. (1984). At the door: Selected literature for ESL 
students. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall. (Ethnic American) 



Other Collections 

Adler, D. (1989). We remember the holocaust. New York: Henry Holt. 
(Jewish American) 

Ashabranner, B. (1984). To live in two worlds: American Indian youth 
today. New York: Dodd, Mead. (American Indian) 
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plays. New York: Theatre Communications Group. (Asian Ameri- 
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Choi, S. N. (1993). Echoes of the white giraffe. Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin. (Asian American) 

Cisneros, S. (1991). Women hollering creek. New York: Random House. 
(Hispanic American) 

Cisneros, S. (1989). The house on Mango Street. New York: Vintage 
Books. (Hispanic American) 
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Truth. Minneapolis, MN: Carolrhoda Books. (African American) 

Fisher, M. (1989). Women in the third world. New York: Franklin Watts. 
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hen educators implefhent whole language or Inquiry 
pedagogies, they move one step closer to the primary 
goal of progressive education: promoting critical 
thinking and social justice in the classroom. But this 
is just a first step. Whole language and Inquiry prac- 
nal models of teaching, are not apolitical or neutral, 
cally address economic and social imbalances in our 
ural and diverse classrooms. Therefore, it is time for 
advocates and educators of progressive education to question their own 
claims about the educational outcomes of their theories and practices. 

In this exciting new collection on a theme of continuing significance, 
co-editors Sibel Boran and Barbara Comber have called on the expertise of 
literacy specialists across nations and continents to present evidence that 
educators are working hard at various levels to make teaching and learning 
transformative experiences not only for students but also for teachers 
themselves. One teacher grapples with the "unspeakable" subject of pov- 
erty in her classroom of students from poor families; another analyzes how 
opportunities for teaching and learning get lost even in activities designed 
to make history come alive for students; yet another confronts the fact that 
depending on the questions students generate in an inquiry approach to 
learning, the resulting learning experiences are vastly different. 

Volume contributors such as Carolyn Burke, Jerome Harste, Timothy 
Lensmire, Patrick Shannon, and Vivian Vasquez aim to help other teachers 
realize how much they can do and how much needs to be done to make 
schooling genuinely empowering for students and to transform education 
into a vehicle for greater social equity and justice without resorting to 
political indoctrination. To ensure that whole language and inquiry remain 
powerful tools for rethinking and reshaping literacy, schooling, and global 
citizenship, we need to be honest about their limitations and benefits and 
be willing to change — or "reinvent" — those practices when necessary so 
that progressive education achieves its goals. ■ 
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